Omega: 

The Last Twelve Hours
April 24, 2004  Saturday

“I came to cast fire on the earth, and would that it were already kindled! I have a baptism to now be baptized with, and how great is my distress until it is accomplished! Do you think that I have come to give peace on earth? No, I tell you, but rather division. For from now on in one house there will be five divided, three against two and two against three. They will be divided, father against son and son against father, mother against daughter and daughter against mother…”

-- Luke 12:49-53

6:00 a.m. 

The Suburbs

Redemption is in the blood

The playground

A Jewish family sat in a circle, holding hands, praying over the Holy Torah. Children, orphaned, sat in faraway corners, crying. A baby, left alone, sobbed and screamed over the ruckus of moving around, eating, more crying. People sat in silence, staring into space, oblivious, drowned in their thoughts and worries. Some held pictures of family, hands shaking, and would drop their heads into their hands, tears running down the arms. Some who ate just threw it up. Others held bowls of soup in their hands, staring at their muddy reflections, suddenly not hungry anymore. Some went up for seconds. Several had knelt down and were praying, passionately, crying and sobbing, yelling. Hundreds upon hundreds of people, tightly packed, shoulder-to-shoulder.

Shelley said, “I’m getting something to eat. Do you guys want me to get you some soup?”

Faith said yes. I shook my head no. Shelley walked off. I said, “Let’s find a place to sit. Reserve a cot for Shelley.” The place was flooding. More and more people kept being landed inside, and only every now and then a truck would show up to ferry people to new locations. Soldiers patrolled the rooftops. The rumble of trucks echoed beyond the buildings. The sun was coming up, peeking its frosted eye, and the palm trees quivered in a westerly breeze. The smell of salt lingered in the air.

We pushed our way through the unfamiliar faces, the scattered accents. A woman came up to us, grabbed us, cried, “Have you seen my baby?” We just looked at her, dazzled, and she continued on to another person, and another. Someone sat on a cot, slowly cutting himself with his fingernails, muttering incantations under his breath. No one tried to stop him. Nothing was odd anymore.

Faith spied a trio of cots, and we took two of them, just watching the people, saying nothing. Ashlie was gone.

A man sat down beside us. He was about eighty years old, and wore ragged clothes. Blood speckled the pant legs. He said, “Where you kids from?”

I looked at him, not wanting to talk. Faith answered, “Ohio.”

“Ohio. That fell fast.”

She nodded. “Yes it did.”

“What was it like?”

I closed my eyes. This man was pressing.

Faith shook her head. “I don’t really want to talk about it. Is that okay?”

“No one wants to talk about it. But it’s times like these we need to talk.”

“I know. I just don’t really want to talk. I’m tired.”

“Are you hungry?”

“Our friend is getting food,” I interjected. “You’re sitting on his cot. Could you please move?”

He didn’t budge. “Don’t get comfortable.”

“We’re on the list, yes, I know.”

“The list? The list for relocation? That’s not what I’m talking about. Tell me, what was it like in Ohio? Where did you live? In a city? The country? Suburbia? All fell, you know. All were overrun. Overrun. We talk about it like it’s a war. I guess it is, though, isn’t it? If you listen hard enough, over all the sounds of the people, you can hear it. Distant gunshots and explosions. The Army is everywhere, soldiers on the streets, in the buildings. But guess what? I’ve been here six hours, through the night. I watched from the rooftops. Flashes of light in the distant, balls of flickering fire, silent because they were so far away. They aren’t silent anymore. These people, whatever they are, they don’t fear. They don’t get scared. I tried a little experiment a few hours ago with a sniper rifle. I lit up one of them, right in the heart, center mass. Nothing. Shot in lungs, gave him a full clip, shot off his legs, nothing! But I shot him in the head and he turns into a wet bag of crap. So I started shooting them all in the head, didn't work. Every time you nail one, two popped up in its place! It's like that hobbit dragon thing, where you cut off one head and two grow back - an exercise in fertility. That’s how these things work. You can’t just shoot them all. There’s so many of them! We don’t have enough firepower! And they seek us. They seek living flesh, more victims. They’re coming here, right to San Francisco. Don’t get cocky. They have no plan, creatures of instinct. Eat our food, wear our clothes, use our stuff; we're just the holdouts. Holdouts. The world is the freaking Alamo – it’ll fall. It’s just a matter of time.”

“San Francisco is-“

“Secure? Hah! So was Salt Lake City! That’s where I came from. National Guard said they had everything under control. Now it’s a ghost town, run full of these creatures. The holdouts are vanishing. San Francisco will fall, too. It’s just a matter of time. They’re getting closer. You can see it on the soldiers’ faces as they return from the suburbs. Shell-shocked, terrified, mortified. Fewer return than go in. So don’t get comfortable. That’s all I’m saying. Because they’ll get here – and we’ll be fish in a barrel. So eat up. Energize! You’ll have to run again. Don’t want to faint.”

He stood, giving us friendly nods, and slipped away.

Faith looked at me as if wondering, Is he right? I didn’t answer.

Shelley returned with some soup. “I tried some. It sucks. Potato and cheese, or something.”

I spooned some into my mouth, taking it in, savoring the somewhat stale taste.

Faith splashed some on the grass at her feet. “It tastes like soapy dish water.”

“Better eat, kiddo,” I said. “Don’t get comfortable.”

Shelley swallowed. “What? Are we being relocated soon?”

“Something like that,” I mumbled.

Faith: “The man’s crazy.”

“The man?”

“Some guy came by, saying that we’re fish in a barrel for the infected.”

“The Army is keeping them away, right?”

“Right,” Faith said, but it was almost a question.

Sporadic gunfire in the distance. I set the bowl underneath the cot and said, “I have to check this out. Anyone care to join me?” 

“Where to?” Shelley asked.

“The rooftop. Trying to see what this guy is talking about.”

“Sounds good. It’s so crowded here. I don’t like crowds. An introverted guy, I think.”

We abandoned the cots and sifted through the crowd, discovered a rickety stairwell leading to the roof. A soldier guarded it. I approached him. “Can we go up there?”

“For what?”

“It’s stuffy down here,” I said. Pointing to Faith, “She’s nauseous. The cramped conditions are murdering her, wearing her down psychologically.”

“Never heard of that before.”

“Never heard of claustrophobia?”

Faith panted, “I just want some… openness.”

The man shrugged. “I guess. Don’t go anywhere, though. It’s not safe.”

It’s not safe.

“Don’t worry. We’ve had enough… excitement.”

He allowed us to pass and we climbed onto the roof. The man we’d met was already there, and part of me wanted to go back down the steps. But the man saw us and waved us over. From the roof we could see across the airfields, the airports landing, taxiing, the trucks ferrying people back and forth, the bloodied and thankfully sparse executions. Beyond barbed-wire fencing were the suburbs. Smoke rose in columns, blood red in the morning sun, and between houses, some burning, there were flashes of movement, running, soldiers, trucks, gunfire. Much of the distance was clouded in faint smoke.

“It’s moved several miles,” the man said. He pointed off to the right. A side-road revealed Army trucks driving towards the dense suburbs. “The neighborhoods stretch for miles, all the way to the mountains. Millions of homes, millions of alleys and backyards and streets. Each infected finds new ways to come towards us. They can smell us. Every now and then one slips past the defenses. I saw one or two reach the fences this morning, but soldiers shot them in the head and they fell into the grass.”

Helicopters flew overhead. Dozens of them. Blackhawks with soldiers hanging out the open doors, gripping M16s; the soldiers on the miniguns opened up on the streets below, blazing between the houses. Huey gunships rocketed over us, the front ends lighting up like fireworks, drenching streets and homes and backyards in molten lead. We sat on the roof for about ten minutes, just watching it all, seeing what we could. It was mayhem. We could barely see it, but from all the constant gunfire, the distant yells and screams, the explosions – things weren’t going well. A turn in my stomach – maybe the man wasn’t so crazy. Or he could be senile. 

A car wreck serves as a barricade. Soldiers lean on the smoldering ruins, firing clips, throwing grenades. The infected fall like flies, but more appear from the courtyards and alleyways. The captain yells, “Retreat!” but it’s too late – the infected crawl over the wreckage and assault the soldiers. A soldier is hit by bursts of gunfire, crippled, falls, is beaten and ripped apart by the monsters. Those trying to run are cut off and overtaken, bitten, screaming, as they are clawed up and eaten alive. The survivors jump into a truck and drive away, the infected clinging to the sides.

A Huey gunship roars over a main street, blazing the lanes between the cars. Infected thrust about, torn and riddled by bullets, dismembered and gut-ridden. Blood gushes onto the cement. Unless hit in the head, they do not die – and so they pick themselves up and continue, crawl along the earth with missing limbs. Closer and closer.

A truck crashes into another car; the engine is damaged. Those within are trapped on all sides by the infected. The infected crawl onto the roof. Soldiers in the back fire into the infected crowds, dropping piles at the back of the truck. They run out of ammunition and the infected scramble inside; the truck shakes as the soldiers are eaten alive. The driver’s-side window is shattered and a head lurches inside, biting a chunk out of his arm; he leans to the side, screaming, and with a 9mm blasts away the skull of the biter. Blood gushes all over the leather seats; his world grows faint and quiet. He shoots lazily out the window, and his world goes black. The gun sinks from his grip. He falls over in the seat. Blood continues to gush as his eyes open, he leans forward, and he shrieks.

A Humvee is pinned on all sides; the .50 caliber roars, the gunner swinging around in the turret, spraying everything that comes close. The gunners alongside the Humvee scream for a medivac. Someone is bitten. They are refused the order. They shoot the fellow soldier in the head, try again. The Blackhawk flies low, hovers, releases rope. They begin to climb. The .50 caliber gunner goes first, and the infected charge, realizing the gunfire has ended. They assault the Humvee, and begin to climb the ropes. The Blackhawk pilot begins to lift away with soldiers still climbing; one of the soldiers is bitten in the leg, his calf ripped to shreds. He loses strength and falls. The other soldier is almost there as the infected reach him; his friend turns his head, prays for forgiveness, and releases the rope latch. The soldier screams as he and the zombie fall through the air; his body smashes in a car, shearing metal and breaking the windshield. The zombie, beaten and bloodied, stands again.

A Blackhawk roars overhead, releasing tons of napalm. The fire stretches down a main rode, igniting trees and grass, fences and buildings. An entire section of neighborhood crackles and tears in the flames. The infected twist about, burning alive, slowly burnt to a crisp, brains fried. They writhe about in the fire and slowly stop. Inside a home, a hiding mother and two babies burn alive as the house is engulfed in fire.

“Can you hear it?” the man asked. “It’s getting louder.”

Infected appeared from the woods beside the airport, dozens of them. They ran up against the barbed wire and began to climb. A truck roared from beside the building, the soldiers loading guns. The infected dropped onto the airfield and began to spread out. Another truck sped towards the invasion. Gunfire lacerated the airfield, lead spitting in every direction. The infected fell. Any security was a sham as hundreds of infected appeared from the trees, rushing the fence, and climbing in mass. The soldiers in the truck shot into the fence; infected landed on the other side and rushed the truck, climbing all over it; the truck took a wild turn and collapsed, soldiers spilling from the rear. They used their rifles to butt the infected but were overcome. They stood, bloody and bitten, ignoring their rifles, blending in.

The man snarled, “I hate being right.”

The… animals… swarmed the airfields. Those disbanding the airplanes were rushed into trucks and the trucks sped towards the main buildings.

The man said, “There could be bitten in those trucks. See how they didn’t check? It’s all working out like it did in Salt Lake. The infected in the trucks blend with the crowds, get sick, die… and they rise again, and the virus or bacteria, or whatever, it spreads, and more people die – and they get up again. So this thing, this airborne virus, toxic plague, bioterrorism, space-borne microorganism, whatever it is… It reaches through the city. More people die. More people rise. Ratios change. It’s not like real war. You lose one to the enemy, the enemy doesn’t gain one. Here, each one you lose, is one they gain. Add up the numbers, and it doesn’t work.”

The infected were coming towards the buildings. Faith was leaning forward. Shelley looked about.

“What are we doing here, then?” Shelley lurched.

“Waiting for death,” the man said. “What else is there to do?”

Faith swallowed. “Run? Again?”

“I’m tired of running,” the man said. “I’m just going to stay here.”

“And die?”

“I won’t be dead. Deadish.”

The infected reached the airfield closest to us.

I turned and ran across the roof. Faith followed. Shelley grabbed the man by the shoulder: “Come with us.”

“No thank you. Look at me. Eighty years old. I’m too old to run! Besides, doesn’t it fascinate you? What is it like to be them? That’s what I keep thinking about. It’s almost romantic. Some people say these things are dead. Just like corpses, up, walking around. I don't know WHAT they are, but I know that's bullcrap. These things, they’re driven. I’ve seen them up close. Such a simple life. It isn’t complex. Eat, walk, eat, survive. It’s romantic, in a Walden kind of way. I am… jealous of them.”

“You’re crazy.”

“Who’re the zombies? I think we’re the zombies. Consumers of everything society thinks is appealing. We don’t think for ourselves anymore. We dedicate our lives to the wills of others. It’s sickening. We are the zombies. Is this religious? Scientific? Are we to believe in God more? Not believe in God at all? How do you make sense of this when your family is trying to kill you? I don’t know all of that, but I believe it is salvation. A baptism of sorts. I’m ready. I’m prepared.”

The infected attacked a group of refugees outside the doors, beating them down and spilling blood.

Baptism.

Shelley reeled away and ran to join us. The infected rounded the edge of the building and overcame the gate guards. The guards fired away but fell under the beatings and the savage snarls. The infected ran through the refugee camp. Men and women and children screamed, pressed tight, shoulder-to-shoulder. The food distributors fled as the infected smashed through the tables, knocked over the soup and bread, the drinks. People fell under the infected, only to stand again and lashed out. The Jews praying didn’t move; the infected beat the prayer and assaulted the others. The only exit, too small for the multitudes, bulged at the edges as people flooded into the building. Innocents were trampled under the panic and screams. I looked down from the rooftop and saw all of this. Tents were shredded, torn down, trapping people underneath, only to be crushed underfoot. The soldier at the foot of the steps fired blindly into the crowd; and infected crawled all over him, and another monster joined. They rushed the staircase to the roof, snarling at us. 

The man raised his arms. “Thank God!”

The infected turned, saw him sitting cross-legged, raising his hands towards Heaven. He yelled at us, “Run, fools! Run!” We bolted. 

Faith looked back and later told me that he screamed, “Into thy hands I commit my spirit!” as the infected ripped into him, biting him in the neck. He screamed joyous rapture as blood ran down his cheeks and nose, his eyes, and as he died he clapped his hands and praised, “Redemption is in the blood!” 

As we climbed a ladder to the roof of another building and entered through a door, I looked behind me and saw the man stand, swivel, arms drooping, looking back and forth. He spied us and ran towards us. We shut the door and locked it tight, suspended in the darkness of a utility corridor. 

The door reverberated with bangs and hisses.

Salvation.

Shelley pushed us forward in the darkness, blindly running his hand over the walls. We passed grunting machinery. Shouts and screams and gunshots echoed in the back of our minds. He found a door at the end of the corridor and shoved it open. Administrative offices with fogged windows lined the wall. 

A door opened and a man exited. He saw us standing in the hallway and asked, “What’s happening?”

Remembering the words of the man, I said, “It’s the Alamo.”

“Overrun?”

“Just like the other cities.”

“How is that possible? The Army…”

“Failed,” Faith said. “Is there any quick way out of here?”

“Only through the lobby! That’s the only exit!”

Shelley breathed, “We’d better hurry. Show us the way?”

The man paused. “No. No, I’m staying here.”

“What? It’s being overrun, you can’t-“

He opened the door wide. His wife and children huddled inside. He said, “We’re just going to… stay together.”

Shelley nodded. “Okay. God’s blessings go with you.”

“And with you,” the man said. He shut the door.

I knocked on the door. He opened it. I asked, “Which way?”

“Left,” he said. “You’ll come to an intersection, go right, first left is the stairs. Hurry. I can hear them.”

He shut the door and we bolted. We followed his direction and reached the stairwell. Below was a door. Shelley busted it open and we stepped out onto a landing. Below us were the baggage claims, the service desks. It wasn’t quiet and empty like Missouri. People were everywhere, flooding out the lobby doors, screaming and crying, holding onto family. Soldiers entered through the lobby, shouted orders. They were pushing people out the doors. Soldiers opened fire on the glass windows, shattering them, so people could escape faster. People fell under the panic and were trampled.

Shelley discovered the stairs down. “Guys!” We raced down to another level, turned, took a stairwell down to behind the service desk. We blended into the crowd, holding tight to each other, lost in a sea of strangers bound for an unknown destination. The shouts and screams of the infected, guttural and inhuman, rang through the cavernous lobby. I looked back to see them coming down the moving escalators, torn and ragged, jumping on the stragglers. A bloodied man rushed past us, gripping his arm. He’d been bitten bad. A soldier spotted him, wrenched him to the side, and delivered a shot to his head. The man’s brains splattered over the soldier’s boot. He dropped him and yelled, “Out! Out! Out!”

The crowd pulsated forward, barely moving. Everyone tripped over everyone. 

I stepped on something mushy, looked down, and saw a little child’s hand, bruised dark purple. Her head and limbs had been smashed into the marble.

 A mother wailed. Where is my child? 

Pushed on by the crowd, left her forever. An infected came up behind us; Shelley punched him away. More were on all our sides. People fell, shrieking. “Stay together!” Shelley yelled. “Stay together!” I felt like a sardine, squashed on all sides, and slowly those around us were becoming infected, dying, and reanimating. The numbers of survivors dribbled. Infected lashed out after us.

We stepped over some muddied couches and crept through a shattered window, landing on the sidewalk.

Infected were pouring from the sides of the airport, racing into the street. People were being thrown down and ravaged by groups of once-humans. We clambered over parked cars, nearly got hit by a few speeding ones, and reached the other side of the road. The infected came from the front entrance, flooding the airport, rushing the street. They climbed over cars, ran between the cars, into the street. Cars smashed their horns and blasted through the oncoming zombies. A car slammed on its brakes, thinking the zombies were innocents, and the zombies attacked the car. One jumped on the hood, raised his fist, and smashed it through in a spray of blood. His hand was drenched with glass and he ripped his palms tearing glass from the windshield. He reached inside, grabbing the driver, pulling her up against the straps; she screamed and beat at his face, the windows, but he bit into her face, ripping off her cheek. Blood danced on the steering wheel.

Infected spotted us and came.

Shelley opened a shoe store door and ran inside. The shoe clerk yelled, “Get out! Get out! You’ll bring them in here!” We ran past aisles of Adidas, Nike, Pacific Sunwear sandals and Everlast. The owner jumped in front of Shelley, yelling in a British accent, “Leave! Leave!” and Shelley drilled one into his face. The owner flopped into a shelf of shoes and it all tumbled down, him landing sprawled. Shelley jumped over the counter and ran into the backroom. Faith and I followed; the door opened and infected ran inside. The owner tried to stand but the infected grabbed him, shredding him to pieces as he screamed; his blood mingled with the strewn shoes.

Shelley opened an Emergency Exit door and we stepped into an alleyway. 

The sounds of carnage sounded distant now. A dumpster surrounded by flies was thrust against the graffiti-marked walls, but it was lightweight. Shelley grabbed it and began to push it on the wheels. We got behind and shoved it against the back door of the shoe store. The infected came through the backroom and tried to get us; we could hear their yelling and hammering on the dull green steel. 

The alley led to a street. Parked cars were everywhere, a few moving this way and that. An Army truck rumbled past. We hid in the shadows, fearing they would shoot us in thick anxiety. We ran across the street. The streets to the left and right opened like corks, spilling the infected. People were running from the swarms. 

Before us lay a wide park, riddled with a playground, picnic area, artificial pond, several trees, a mark of posterity in a consumerist world. Straddling the treetops was a beautiful skyline of skyscrapers, the tinted windows glaring in the rising morning sun. Helicopters soared overhead, blazing through the streets falling to the blending enemy. Doors of buildings were locked, people cowering in fear, praying into the morning. 

The city was falling. 

The man – as insane as he was – hadn’t been wrong.

The green dumpster shifted and the infected began to crawl over it. We ran across the street and onto a concrete path winding between the trees. Birds sang sad in the treetops, fluttering to and fro, hardly disturbed by the frantic mess of a fallen humanity. Our breaths stuck in our throats, our legs burned with exhaustion. Behind us the infected continued the chase, running through the alley, onto the street – and were slammed by a busload of soldiers, their heads bashing against the steel grill, giving off sprays of acrid blood. Salvation.

“Do you know the way?” I panted. The path split in several directions.

Shelley kept running. “Away. Away.”

The path passed over a gurgling brook. So peaceful. I imagined lovers sitting on the banks, kissing and feeling each other.

We passed a playground. Swings, teeter-totter, slide. A little girl lay crying on the floor as her infected mother ripped into her, yanking off her arms and sending rivers of blood spreading through the wood-chips. She looked up at us as we ran, red cloth and tattered flesh in her lips; the little girl’s hair, stained with sweat, grime, dirt and blood, fell over her face as the pupils shriveled to nothing and her quivering lips went still. The woman stared at us, kept chewing, looked down at her once daughter, lifted organs from her chest, and ate. Faith ran, bent over, puked all over the concrete. 

“Stop!” I yelled at Shelley. I grabbed Faith’s hand.

Shelley: “Are you crazy! We can’t stop now!”

“She’s sick!”

“So are they!” He pointed to infected coming across the stream.

Faith started running. I ran after her.

We exited the park, reaching a street. We crossed the street, barren. Police and National Guard had set up barricades between the park and the parallel streets. The infected climbed over the barricades, swatting the soldiers and policemen down. The officers of the law assaulted each other, and the soldiers fell to the ground, dropping their guns, gripping at wounds as their bodies were torn into. Infected rounded the edge of the park and came after us. The infected behind us were coming on fast.

A car was driving past us. Shelley jumped on its back. Faith and I chased and we jumped on, too. The infected burst from the park entrance, chasing after the Sedan; we clung for our dear lives. The driver didn’t even care. Faith closed her eyes, pressed her face against the cold back window. I said, “Don’t give out now. Don’t even think about it.”

7:00 a.m. 

Rivers of blood

Rain or snow

Children of the Corn

Smashing glass, rolling thunder. Bodies being crushed under their own weight, propelled by the menace of gravity. Jumping, muscles propelling, unknowing, diving, whirling, breaking apart over the cement. The skyscrapers are harbingers of the damned – dazed, confused, suicidal, prophets of the Last Days – leaping to their dooms from the tallest rooftops, falling on sidewalks, landing on cars, breaking glass and shattering bones, baths of blood and twisted human frames.

Ghosts out of hell. Leaping, jumping, crawling. The cars are overcome, artificial trenches flooded. Pressed against the walls, locked doors, barred windows, turning, howling, crying. Pain. Agony. Ripping flesh. Biting. Exhaustion. Giving up. Serenity. This is the End. Eyes rolling, lolling, yellow and bitter. Shouts, cries, all the same, never-ending, you’re not spiritual, you’re them, the time is coming, dawning, appearing, the horizon is blood red, not with the sun, but with the blood. The streets are Sodom and Gomorrah. Stragglers ripped down, torn, appalled, granted matrimony for the beings of Hell, bats out of the dark caves, the earth opens its dead – and the dead walk.

Beasts of iron and steel collide. Steam gushes from the organs. The ears open and they exit, heads bruised from the collision. They stumble about, looking this way and that, see them coming, know not what to do; pressed against the car, feeling the weight, the rancid breath, all is fair, love and war – but war is Hell.

The windows burst apart, raining glass into the sprinters. The marathon runners fall, cut up and bloodied, moaning. The fire burns them alive. They spin and whirl about, wondering, Why, why, why? Feeling pain. Seeing nothing but fire. Loved ones fall, burnt, smoldering, flesh melting, bubbling, popping. Odors like nothing else. Roar of locusts. Cement chipping, breaking apart. This is the End. The great haven has collapsed. God’s wrath has been declared. No one can stop it – the breath of condemnation is cold in the whirlwind of fire. Baptism.

The car swerved onto a side-road. Infected reached up at us, grabbing at our pant legs as the car weaved through the innocent and infected. We held on for everything, every fiber of our being. To fall off was damnation. Great balls of riveting fire rose behind the airfield – tanker trucks and airplanes lit apart by the carnage. 

A van jetted from a branching road, smashing the Sedan; the metal beneath us shook and twisted; the car fishtailed, the sides wrapping around the front of the bent van; we were thrown through the air, landing hard on the cement. Infected ran after us. 

A truck came from an alley, moving fast, turned – bearing down on us. The driver slammed his brakes; the wheels locked; he twisted the wheel to avoid hitting us and the back end flew out; the wheels left the earth and the truck tumbled, crushing three infected underneath. The truck lay on its side, smoldering. The driver released his seat belt, reached for the door; an infected broke the windshield, reaching inside; a comrade joined him and they grabbed at the driver, bloody hands wiping all over his clothes. He screamed for help, but the infected pressed against him, biting his scalp, scalping him with their teeth.

Faith got up, took my hand. I could see the man’s hands pressing against the fogged windows as blood sprayed all over the place. Faith yelled, “Austin! Don’t!” I got up. Shelley gripped his arm, bruising dark blue. He said nothing and we dragged ourselves down the street as infected rounded the truck, glancing back and forth, spying those who were hurt worse, those who were slow, and taking them down. Doors on the stores were locked, emptied. Down a side street the situation was nothing better – fire gutted several buildings; infected writhed, aflame, smoldering, shrieking like banshees from the pits of Hades.

There was nowhere to go. Infected surrounded us, assaulting everyone and anything. Shelley fended off an infected, punching him in the face; when he fell, he stomped in the forehead hard, sending skull fragments into the brain. The legs and arms kicked. The infected moved in groups, attacking people left and right. Men, women, child – no one exempt, no one with an excuse. Old and young – both met the same fate: flesh opened, gutted like a poisoned fish, screaming and shrieking as arms were torn off and chunks of flesh removed in vicious bites. The deceased, no matter how wounded or emblazoned with death, would wobble to their feet, look around, spy a satisfaction for crooked hunger, and act on it. 

A father turns his head, bursts into tears. His two five-year-old twin boys struggle beneath him, drowning in the bathtub. He prays the Lord’s prayer as he does it. They come to a stop; he removes his hands. Their faces are bloated, purple, eyes wide. He stands, dizzy. The bathroom door splinters apart; hands reach after him, a voice shrieks. He raises the knife, lets it shine in the moonlight, swears at the beast in the window, says goodbye to his wife, and slits his throat. Blood sprays the glass and he watches himself, dizzy, and collapses against the door. The hands tear at his hair.

A church. The stained glass shimmers with the heat of the killing. The priest crosses himself, walks out through the huddled congregation. The doors rattle and shake. Snarls emit from the darkness. The confessions box is empty. The glass windows shudder. The priest passes out a communion tray; a bit of bread, some juice. They quietly eat the bread. Glass shatters to pieces; hands reached inside, arms tearing against the jagged glass. Yellow eyes, mottled skin, sunken eyes, furled lips fill the broken gaps, drooling with vile saliva and blood. Jaws stained red with victims now risen. The congregation crosses themselves, pray to Mary, and drink the communion juice. Immediately they begin to twitch, cry out. The glasses drop, breaking on the floor. They pitch forward, lean back, spit up, convulse. One by one they drop to the floor, kicking and howling, bodies riddled with pain. One by one they silence and lay still, sprawled with faces drenched in sterile agony. The priest stands underneath the statue of Jesus on the cross, drinks his fill, kneels down. The glass windows break and the infected rush inside; they spot him, the only one remaining, and rush him. His muscles begin to tremor but he doesn’t experience the pain. He sees Jesus, and feels the teeth on his neck.

A teenager fills the gun with bullets, sluggishly. Cocaine and cigarettes and beer and rolled pot lie everywhere. The room is bathed in the smoke of drugs and incense and mushroom candles. Six shells. Six people. One by one they take the gun, pull the trigger. The furniture behind them drips with body fluid and skull shells. Their bodies pitch back. The next person takes the gun from stiff hands, rolls the clip, presses it into their throat, closes their eyes, and pull the trigger. 

The earth is spread beneath her. She feels the ground beneath her, then nothing. A pit wells inside her. She falls, free-style, letting the wind catch her, flying. Spread beneath is fire, running, hollering, a bloodbath. It grows closer. She thinks this is nice. So much better. Infected look up at her as she falls on top of them. She feels the impact tear through her; she is shifting, each movement breaking organs and bones, and she sees sky, hits her head, and then nothing.

They lie in bed, hearing the nightmare unfolding. He holds her hand, and his other arm is on her arm. A small bite is bleeding. He doesn’t care. He kisses her lips. She smiles back at him, so faintly. He doesn’t care. She will die, and he will join her. They were one in sex, one in marriage – they shall be one in death. Her skin is beginning to turn. She feels sick. He undoes her thong and slips on top of her. She is breathing hard. Her eyes are sinking. He keeps kissing her. Only a few moments…

We climbed on top of the cars, leapt from hood to the back of the next car, like leaping from stones. The infected groped at the sides of the cars. Don’t fall, don’t fall, don’t fall… There was someone in one of the buildings. Shelley jumped down, so did Faith. An infected reached up at me as I stood on the Beatle. I kicked her in her face and she fell backwards. 

I jumped down on the other side, landing on a gutter. I grabbed the grill and lifted it; infected came at us; I fended them off with the grill, a small shield, but it worked. It kept their mouths away from me. One grabbed the grill and hurled it to the side. Faith appeared at my side with a branch from one of the tropical trees; she bashed the beast in the head, sent him to the ground. I grabbed my own branch; the dead wood cracked easily.

Shelley pounded on the door, begging to be let inside the Starbucks coffee shop. The scattered refugees inside shook their heads no. He banged louder, cried, “Please, dear God, please!” Someone had pity and ran towards the door. The owner shouted No!

“There’s too many!” I yelled, swinging the stick. One of them grabbed it, tore it from my hands. I turned and saw them coming from around the Beatle.

The door flashed open; Shelley: “In here!” 

We raced inside; the infected smashed at the door; together, the three of us and the good Samaritan shoved the door shut. He locked it tight and we jumped back. The infected banged at the window. It was soon to break.

The owner shouted, “Morons! Morons!”

We raced between the small tables, the planted pottery, the coffee bags on sale. We jumped behind the counter. I yelled, “Hide! Hide! If they don’t see us, they’ll forget we’re here!” There were about six or seven other refugees, including the owner and the one who had opened the door. We all crowded behind the counter, surrounded by jugs of coffee flavoring, mixers, napkins and plastic bags. The infected continued to harass the windows. Someone muttered, Sure about this? No. But I didn’t say that. There was a rumbling sound and the banging ceased. They were diverted. The sounds of the murders and reawakening were muffled beyond the door. Shelley gave out a splendid thanks.

“Thanks for almost getting us killed,” the owner growled.

“Just stay down,” I said. “They’ll forget.”

“Your accent,” a woman said. “Not from around here.”

“Ohio,” Faith said.

“I hear that’s bad.”

“Not as bad as this.”

She sighed. “This is bad. My family is at home.”

“Why didn’t you stay with them?”

“Starbucks is 24/7, rain or snow,” someone barked.

I glared at the owner. “Rain, snow, dead walking the earth… It’s all the same, right?”

“How are you so sure they won’t get in here?” the owner spat.

“I’m not,” I retorted. “But they seem to only possess short-term memory.” Les. I said nothing.

“Oh my gosh, I hope my family is okay,” the woman muttered.

An explosion outside rattled the windows. Boxes and bottles quivered on the shelves.

The sound of a door slamming. Everyone looked at each other. The owner: “The back door!”

A shadow flitted around, and two little children ran inside. We gawked at them behind the counter. They were frazzled, a little girl and a little boy, their eyes swimming. The poor things were quaking like an earthquake. 

They saw the compassion written all over our faces and cried out, “Jesse and James and Christine are chasing us! They killed Danny!” 

No one knew what they were saying; one of the workers grabbed the kids and pulled them down beside them. The girl’s frilly dress rolled up and there was a bite on her leg. 

She moaned, “Christine bit me! I told her to stop! I told her that it wasn’t a fun game!”

Faith gasped, “Oh my gosh…”

The little girl wailed, “It hurts! It’s bleeding! It won’t stop bleeding!”

The owner yelled at the boy, “Are you bitten?”

He shook his head. “No. She is, though. She needs a band-aid.”

Someone said, “We have to kill her.”

The girl said, “Me? I just got bit!”

“Kill her. Kill her now!”

The woman with kids yelped, “No! She’s just a baby!”

“She’ll turn into one of them! We have to kill her!” He scrambled towards a drawer.

“What are you doing?” the woman cried out.

He opened the drawer.

The girl said, “It doesn’t hurt that bad! She just bit me! She barely cut me!”

“It doesn’t matter,” the man by the drawer said. He pulled out a stirring knife.

The woman yelled, crawling after him.

The man fished, “Stay back! Angela! Back!”

“You can’t! It’s not a bad bite, it’s just-“

“It’s a bite! She’s going to turn! She’s going to become one of them!”

The little boy said, “Mister, is this part of the game?”

The owner grabbed the boy and held him back. The boy tried to weave away. He held him tighter. “Don’t move, boy. Let me see you.” He began inspecting his skin. “Little boys like to lie, don’t they?”

Someone tried to open the front door, but abandoned it.

“I’m not bit!” the boy said. “They didn’t get me!”

“Where are they?” Shelley asked. “Where are your friends?”

“They’re outside somewhere! We ran away and lost them! They’re probably looking for them. I’ll go find-“

The owner gripped him tight. “Stay here! Don’t move!”

The man with the knife edged towards the little girl. “Someone hold her!”

Faith turned her eyes. I pressed my head underneath the counter, counted to ten.

The woman was shedding gallons of tears. “Brian! Gosh, Brian, you can’t-“

He wedged past her. “Someone hold the girl!”

A co-worker grabbed the girl, but refused to look her in the eyes. The girl said, “Let me go!” She only gripped tighter.

Angela grabbed at Brian’s heels. Brian shimmied past me, raising the knife before the girl.

The girl pushed away at him with frail arms. Her blonde hair danced around her angelic face. “Mister…”

“Brian!” 

Her cry turned to a scream as he drove the stirring knife into the girl’s eye. The little girl let out a muffled gurgle and fell over onto the floor. Her body thumped on the ground. She opened her mouth, letting it open and close like a fish’s mouth. Blood seeped from the wound. Faith began to cry. My own throat swelled. This wasn’t right. The little boy was crying. Angela was crying. Brian fell backwards, shaking all over. The little angel’s body went into a rhythmic seizure, bashing on the concrete. She let out guttural sounds. Brian fell back, gripping at his hair. The owner held the boy tight, just stared at the girl’s shaking body.

A shadow fell over him. He swirled around. Three children stood there, fingertips and jaws dripping with blood. They looked at him with a façade of disinterested lust. The little boy wailed, “He killed her!” But the children didn’t respond. They jumped at the man, biting and ripping at him. The owner screamed, crying for help. Everyone fumbled away; someone fell on top of the little girl’s body, blood from her eye staining her work clothes. The children snarled and hissed; blood trickled down the owner’s face as he cried, groping at the air, weighted down by the weight of Jesse, James and Christine. 

I wrenched to my feet, mortified at these children of the corn. Infected outside the front windows saw the sudden movement and hurled themselves against the glass. It shattered and they fell inside the coffee shop. They ran towards the counter, knocking over tables and pottery; the pottery shattered, the plants falling out and dirt spreading everywhere, blending with the blood on their shoes.

We all ran past the owner who was being gutted by the children. Following the way the children had come, we discovered an open back door leading a backyard surrounded by wooden fencing, holding a dumpster, fallen metal trashcans, a gritty trail and overrunning plants. Angela, stunned, was silent as the infected clawed at her, peeling away the skin of her youth. Brian tried to escape but tripped on the little girl’s bloody; he fell right into the arms of an infected rounding the desk; he pushed at the fiend but more jumped over the counter and joined in the feast. His arms waved in the air as his sides split and burned and his guts flipped all over his feet. He tripped over his intestines, fell against the wall, felt dizzy, light-headed; the agony felt distant, and he slipped into the netherworld, surrounded by blurry shapes and shallow pain striking every corner of his body.

We ran through the overgrowth. Infected poured from the back of the building. It was me, Faith, Shelley, and three other employees. One of the employees crawled into the dumpster; the infected spotted him and crawled inside. The dumpster shook. A chain crossed the ground. One of the other works tripped and fell on top of a spiral spike; the spike shot through her chest and out of her back. Her hands smacked the ground and she groaned, spitting up blood. The infected rushed past her, running after us.

The other co-worker turned, ran backwards: “There’s an alley!”

He led us between two towering wooden walls. The infected were right behind us. We kept getting snagged in the foliage. Trash littered the ground.

“Grab something!” Faith yelled, picking up a brick. I grabbed a spike for holding a dog’s leash, cast over the wooden walls, I imagine. The Starbucks employee snatched a hammer; Shelley fumbled around in the long grass but couldn’t find anything. Faith was trailing; an infected hit her and she smashed the brick in the girl’s face. The brick smashed the front of her nose, but she wasn’t stunned. 

Running backwards, Faith’s heels snagged on a snarl of weeds and she flailed backwards, dropping the brick. The woman jumped to fall on top of her; I shoved the spike outwards, pointing up, and her head fell on top of it. The tip of the spike poked through the skull. Her body was heavy. “Go, Faith.” She writhed from underneath. I dropped the spike. Infected climbed over the body. I grabbed the brick and threw it at them, and ran after Faith to join the others.

The alleyway widened and hit the back of an apartment complex. Shelley tried the door. “God, no…”

“Back up!” the employee yelled. Shelley obeyed.

I picked up a trashcan and hurled it at the dozen infected coming through the narrow alleyway; it pushed them backwards, and they fell over each other. Faith patted me on the back. “Nice one.”

“I work out,” I said off-hand. Weird.

The worker smashed at the handle with the hammer. “This isn’t working.”

“The window,” Shelley brightened.

The infected climbed over the trashcan. There were no more. I grabbed some beer cans and started throwing them. I hit one in the head and he stumbled, dazed. It was almost comical. Faith: “Austin! Help!” I turned. She was grabbing at a tetherball pole laying in the grass. I picked up the other end and we turned it around, the sharp end for the ground pointing into the narrow alley. The worker was smashing a window. Glass was falling everywhere. 

“One, two, three!” Faith yelled.

We ran the pole into the alley; the sharp end drilled through the gut of one of the creatures, out the other end. We kept going; the infected were packed tight together and the pole pierced the stomachs of four of them. “Drop it!” Faith yelled. We dropped it and stepped back. Blood covered the pole from the torn guts. They pushed and touched the pole, moving back and forth. The infected behind them tried to pass, but they were blocking the way.

Shelley: “Stop having fun!”

“Having fun?” I breathed.

He and the worker crawled through the window. Faith and I ran up. “You first,” I said. She went through. I looked back. The infected weren’t going anywhere. I joined her inside the apartment. Shelley and the Starbucks guy grabbed a high-backed chair and shoved it against the wall, then took the TV and sat it on top. 

“It won’t hold for long.”

“They’re pinned up for now,” I said. “Can we take a moment to breathe?”

The worker peered out of the smoke-and-beer-rank room, into a hallway. “I don’t know.”

8:00 a.m. 

Shelley’s Downfall 

Simply Suicide

Waters of Salvation

Stained porno magazines covered the floor, and Playboy posters drenched the walls. Now I had no attraction to any of it; my hormones were drowned in fear and panicked adrenaline. The Starbucks guy paved the way through the grimy hallway; there was a kitchen at the end of the corridor, but there were several open doors and rooms along the way. He checked each room. Faith and I moved behind him, keeping close together. I grabbed a piece of broken glass from a pitted picture frame, held it nimbly in my hands. 

The first room was a bathroom, completely empty. Then a bedroom. The next room-

The worker stopped, even cut his breathing.

Shelley pushed him away. “Oh man.”

I shadowed behind them. A kid lay on the bed, his throat stuffed with model cement. It had hardened in his throat and he’d suffocated to death. Metallica and Slipknot posters drenched his walls. The Starbucks fetish grunted, “I’ve never seen anything like that. How could someone do something like that? They’d have to be crazy.”

“Who isn’t crazy?” Shelley whispered in his ear. “Tell me that.”

It was strange, not seeing the kid’s chest moving. You don’t notice those things till you’re in the quiet. And the quiet seemed foreign… For the past two hours we’d been submerged in screams and gunfire and car accidents. A roaring noise of clutter and death and civil warfare. Now it was quiet. The war had been won. We were the losers. San Francisco had completely drowned in its own waste. The subways, the streets, the sewers were teeming with the infected. Every nook and cranny spotted out. Five million people turned into monsters. San Francisco was a ghost town.

The worker led us into the kitchen. The bathroom door was open, revealing stacked beer cans, some empty ones scattered the dirty tile. Cockroaches skittered at the echoes of our footsteps. A card table served as a dining room, and two leaning chairs made up the sitting room. The bay windows were boarded up. The owner probably boarded them up for fear of break-in. Who would’ve guessed that now it concealed us from the very beings of bloodshed?

“Let’s rest here,” Faith said. “Just for a moment.”

“No,” Shelley said. “No.”

“Where else can we go? Where is safe?”

“We’ll just rot here. All he has to eat is stale bread, some cinnamon toast crunch, and beer.”

The worker grinned, “I’m fine with the beer.”

Shelley didn’t find it funny. “We press on.”

“To what avail?” I demanded. “When can we stop?”

“When we’re safe.”

“But we’ll never be safe! Can’t you see that? I say we stay here and wait it out!”

“Wait it out? There is no waiting it out! Can’t you see that?”

“These are organisms, Mr. Shelley. Living, breathing organisms. They eat. Do you understand that? They eat to do what? To survive. What happens when they get hungry? They eat each other! Remember the airport? They two women ate each other. They are driven by a need for survival because they have to survive. They aren’t invincible mortals. How long does it take someone to die of hunger? Anyone know?”

“A person dies of hunger because of fatigue,” Faith said. “These guys don’t fatigue.”

“No doubt there. But they are organic.”

“You said that.”

“They eat for the nutrients, right? When they don’t get the nutrients, their organic bodies will begin to deteriorate. Their brains – soft tissue – will deteriorate. The brains deteriorate, and they die! I’m simply suggesting that we lay low, remain silent, spread out our eating and drinking, just try to survive. I think – I’m sure – that eventually these things, when their supply of living flesh runs out, will turn to each other. Civil war. They will weed themselves out. Those that survive the longest will run out of food, the brains will deteriorate, and they’ll die. And we’ll be alive.”

“That could take weeks,” Starbucks said. “Months. We can’t survive months here. If we were in a grocery store…” 

Faith shot me a look.

“What you’re saying,” Shelley says, “sounds good in paper. But this place isn’t secure. There’s a dead body in the next room!”

“At least it’s staying dead.”

Faith said, “That’s a pretty good point.”

“It’s not secure.”

“How do we know?” I lashed out. Ignorance! “How do we know?”

A thumping sound in the room we came through. A shadow danced over the wall and one of them peeped around the hallway.

“That’s how,” Shelley muttered, grabbing a beer bottle.

The infected shrieked. More behind him.

I raced around the island, holding the glass shard in my hand. Faith pulled herself on top of the kitchen island, rolled over, landed down on the other side. She grabbed a beer bottle and smashed it on the counter. A splinter of glass cut her finger, drawing blood. She grunted and took the broken bottle, the edges slashed and jagged. Stale beer dripped over her hand, reeking of bitter alcohol. Starbucks did the same – I had a glass ember, and the other three held broken beer bottles.

The infected at the end of the hallway ran after us, bouncing off the walls. They entered the kitchen, throwing themselves over the counter. Shelley drove his bottle into one of their faces, slashing at the cheek. The creature shrieked, not falling. It pressed on him and he fell against the counter. More jumped over the island, swiping and biting at us. I drilled the glass up into one of their eyes, drew it back; the body collapsed on the floor. One leaned in after Faith; the glass cut up through the base of the skull; it howled and fell, dragging the glass with it; the edges sliced my palm. I gripped them tight, blood seeping through.

Starbucks gripped the hair of an infected and shoved the glass into its throat, turning the bottle as he went. The flesh opened and blood sprayed all over him. The infected kept biting. “The head!” I yelled. “Pierce the brain!” He drew the bottle out, turned it, and drove it through the temple; the reanimate shuddered a bit and went limp in his hands.

The wooden boards quaked, dust falling from the loose screws.

“They’ve heard us,” Faith said. “I don’t think we can stay here.”

Shelley shoved a body off of him. He was panting hard and sweating. 

Bodies littered the kitchen. Six in all.

“The window is open,” Starbucks gasped. “They’ll realize it soon. They aren’t genius, but they aren’t stupid. They learn.” Evolve.

One of the boards splintered; hands pushed through, weaving back and forth. I opened my hand, the burn stinging with the flexing muscles. It was a very deep cut. I still have the scar. 

Shelley fell against the counter, gripping his wrist. “Oh God… Oh God…”

The worker said, “We need to go upstairs. To the roof. There are helicopters everywhere, it could land…”

Shelley wasn’t listening. He was shaking his head. “Oh God…”

Faith looked at him, fear sparkling in her eyes. A morbid sparkle. “Mr. Shelley?”

“Oh God… Oh God…”

“Mr. Shelley?” she asked again.

He lifted his arm. Blood covered his hand. A round bite mark was embedded in the flesh of his wrist. “He was too heavy, I couldn’t-“

Fear rippled through me. Oh God… Oh God…
The infected smashed open more of the boarded window.

Shelley took deep breaths. “Guys. Just go. Just go.”

“Mr. Shelley…”

“Bite is a death sentence, right? Dirty sons of-“ His voice trailed off. More curses. “It shouldn’t end like this. I’ve done too much. I don’t deserve this.” More swearing. “The rooftop, right? Helicopter? Great idea. You guys go. I’ll hold them off. Yes. I’ll give you time. Then I’ll kill myself. Yes. I don’t want to be like them. No way. No salvation for me. God, they’re ugly.”

All three of us glanced at each other. Starbucks said, “We can’t let you come.”

“Are you deaf? I’m staying here. Go! Go!”

Starbucks said, “Thanks for helping us out. I’m glad Brittany let you in.”

“Yeah. Whatever.” Another plank fell on top of the dusty card table. “Could you just go already?”

He nodded and raced for the door to the apartment. Faith turned her eyes and ran.

I told Shelley, “You’re a cooler guy than I thought. None of us liked you. We were wrong.”

He smiled, growing weak. “Thanks. But why are you still here?”

I raced after the others. Starbucks had already opened the door and disappeared into the foyer. The door to the apartment locked from the inside; you had to have a key to get in. Dusty windows high up reflected grim morning light. A cryptic stairwell meandered upwards, spiraling five or six stories. He led the way, followed by Faith, then me. We climbed up the stairwell, ignoring our faltering breath. Down below there were snarls and screams, thrashing about. I could imagine Shelley duking it out, never giving in, fighting them off. I never saw him again. I didn’t hear his screams. His own determination was his cry of death.

We reached the next foyer. All the doors were locked tight. The next landing. One was open. Shadows dancing over the walls. Someone moving inside. We kept going.

Down below, infected came out of the ground floor apartment. They heard our running feet and ran up the stairwell.

We all heard them coming. Starbucks: “We’re almost there.”

They were much faster. Exhaustion, fatigue, worn-out, we moved our legs like molten lead.

Finally we hit the sixth floor. Both doors were locked. There was no door to the roof.

“No roof,” I muttered.

“Not here,” Starbucks said.

The infected huddled at the other end of the stairwell beneath us. Their yellow eyes stared at us. We had nothing to protect ourselves with. Blood dripped from their jaws. Shelley’s blood. 

Starbucks kicked in a door. The infected screeched and raced upwards. We poured inside the apartment; Starbucks tried to slam the door, but an infected thrust his hands in, then his head, biting and snapping. Blood and grime traveled down the contours of his face. He swiped at Starbucks. 

I ran into a room, grabbed a lamp, ripped it from the wall, ran out and smashed it into the infected’s face. The infected reeled backwards; the door locked shut; Starbucks slid the double bolt down. The doorknob lock didn’t work. 

He stepped back. The infected thundered across the door.

Faith backed down the hallway. A sudden voice: “You kids are crazy!” Faith spun and gazed into a room. Her face went pale. I joined her, then – warily – so did Starbucks.

A man and his wife, stark naked, stood in the shower. They were at least fifty years, and the man carried a beer gut that covered less extensive parts of his body. The bathtub was full and the shower was on. Water dribbled down their bodies. A generator beside the bathtub was chugging on a battery; the man held a pair of clips in his hand; water droplets sizzled and sparked on the prongs. His wife was smiling, but her chest was shaking – fear lacerated every pore.

The infected hit the door. The man said, “You kids are running from fate. The youth of today. They just can’t accept it. They can’t accept things that aren’t pleasing. You can’t keep running forever. You won’t survive. You think you’re different because you’ve gotten so far. But can you hear them at the door? You have nowhere to go! You are stranded! I suggest you come in here with us. Step inside. Fear nothing but fear itself, that great man once said. I fear nothing but becoming like them. And I won’t. So the end is here. I can deal with it. You kids can’t.”

The wife kissed the man on the cheek.

The glutton spoke once more. “The problem, you see, isn’t chemical or biological. It’s psychological. Spontaneous combustion of pent up rage fueled by frustration over a pressurized society. You kids are the slave drivers of this society. You and your new shoes, your shopping malls, your nice cars and fancy clothes. Look what’s it brought. You’re to blame. I hope it’s painful. I really do. I hope you suffer. Both of us do.” The wife nodded, so calm. “You brought this on us. We’re innocent. I worked fifty years at a sweatshop for this? No! You complain about fast food and grocery stores. Spoiled brats.” The door shook. “Suffer. Bleed. This problem, this snapped postal worker on a national lever, is your doing, and there’s no undoing, no rewinding the clock.”

His hand relaxed. The chord dropped; the prongs entered the bathwater with a splash. Electricity surged through the water, up into their wet bodies. They screamed and shrieked, suddenly rigid and bursting. The man’s nose spit fire and his ears melted. His eyes popped out, landing against the shower wall, and his flesh bubbled and boiled. His wife fell against him, screaming. Their bowels released and they were thrown back and forth through the water. Sparks shot from the generator and suddenly the electrocution stopped; the bodies slumped forward, landing on the carpet. Water dribbled from their steaming bodies.

Starbucks rubbed a hand across his forehead. “People are going insane.”

The door burst open, splinters flying. We ran into another room, shutting the door. It was a room with a television, fake fireplace, a coffee table with Reader’s Digest. Starbucks locked the double dead bolt. The infected threw themselves against it and tried to bust through. 

“They never stop,” he muttered.

“There’s nowhere to go,” Faith said, wheeling around. “We could go up the fireplace…”

“It’s fake,” I said. “Upper floors don’t have fireplaces. Old ones, do, but this one’s just grimy.”

Faith ran to a window, opened it wide. A warm breeze fluttered inside. The clearing below was littered with infected; they had been standing there earlier; the buildings all around them were crawling with those poisoned by the disease. Infected skittered back and forth through the narrow alleys. The infected saw her and entered through the broken window downstairs. Faith spied a bolted rain gutter leading to the roof six feet above the window frame.

“Guys!” she yelled. “Will this work? A rain gutter!”

Starbucks was staring at the door. It shifted, bulged. The hinges squeaked. “It’d better. Is it rusted?”

“No.”

“Go first?”

Faith crawled out the window, grabbed the rain gutter, and shimmied upwards. The infected beneath spat unintelligible profanities. I ducked out the window, looked at them. Starbucks told me to hurry up. I started climbing, feeling dizzy and insecure as I scurried sixty-five feet above the ground. Faith grabbed my hand and pulled me up. I flopped onto the roof. Starbucks was climbing out of the window when the door burst open and the infected fell inside. They immediately rushed the window. He kicked at them as he climbed, and gathered himself on the roof. 

The infected grabbed at the rain gutter.

“They’ll climb,” Faith said.

“You were wrong,” Starbucks said, kicking at the rain gutter. It twisted and fell; one of the infected on it gave a cry and fell sixty-five feet, splattering on the ground. She moved her head, the neck snapped. The other infected pounced on her, swallowing her up. “It was rusted.”

The roof was flat and bare, littered with a few air conditioning pumps and a skylight with broken glass and twisted frames. We were cast in the shadow of a skyscraper. Buildings all over were burning, and a red smoke lifted off from the streets, wrapping the buildings in a foreign smog. I could distantly make out other figures on other rooftops, having the same idea. They would wave their hands in the air as the helicopter rumbled overhead. Napalm lit up a street downtown and the fire spread over the infected, torching them alive. Car wheels melted and the frames burnt to a fine polish. Building windows busted and the fire ate away at the structures. Chicago fire.

A Blackhawk slowly came towards us. Hope! I waved my hands. So did Faith and Starbucks. The helicopter flew so close our clothes were ripped and tugged back and forth. The soldiers at the miniguns and inside the seats just looked at us with pity and continued on between two skyscrapers.

Faith wailed, “Where are they going? Didn’t they see us?”

“They saw us,” Starbucks mumbled.

I ran to the edge of the roof. “The ocean. Didn’t the news say the things couldn’t swim? Swimming isn’t instinctive; it’s learned!”

“So is walking. They do that pretty well.”

“Maybe they’re scared of the water. But the news said they didn’t go there. That’s where the helicopters are going!”

“That helps us,” Starbucks yelled from across the roof. “That helps us a lot!”

“That’s where we need to go!”

“We can’t!” Starbucks yelled, walking towards me. “There’s no way over! We’re on a rooftop with nowhere to go! Trapped!” He spun around, gripping at his hair. “Oh God, it can’t end like this! It can’t!”

Faith’s voice was quiet: “It is.”

9:00 a.m. 

Convoy 

Abandoned

Black out

Red pallor, smoke drenched with blood, rose between all the buildings. Incense carries the prayers of the Saints to God. I watched the smoke curling into the sparkling morning sky, clear and blue, the sun rising over the mountains, its orange glow illuminating the wrecked shells of suburban San Francisco. One of the skyscrapers was being eaten alive by fare, the flames surrounding the base and licking upwards, a mouth, a cave, teeth dancing in embers and sparks. 

Faith just stared out at that skyscraper being engulfed. “We’ve come so far.”

We’ve come so far.

It didn’t feel right. Coming so far, journeying through such peril, only to be brought down, wrenched to our knees, upon a rooftop in some god-forsaken state I’d never been in before, completely alone and cut-off, in a world that could be borne only from the minds of an incessant freak. It was just so wrong. We had survived this far – I knew I wasn’t, but part of me thought I was special. I was special because I’d survived so well. Springboro was a death-trap. We got out. Missouri harbored the jaws of death. We’d escaped there, too. And now we were in San Francisco, and salvation – the ocean, the green cold water of the Pacific – was a mile away. A mile teeming with jaws of death and bloodlust. It didn’t sit well in my gut. I wanted to vomit. I bent over and stared at the pitted roof. Puke.

Starbucks meandered over to the skylight and peered down. Infected were gathered together, jumping and clawing at the smooth walls, trying to get on the roof. He backed away, refusing to do anything. He walked over to us, told us the news. We didn’t say anything, not really. A mumble or two, but that was all. 

Starbucks watched the ripe smoke and ash. “So this is it?”

“This is it,” Faith said.

“They’re going to get up here sooner or later.”

“Yeah,” I said under my breath. “This isn’t right. It’s not supposed to end this way.”

“I don’t think we have much a choice.”

“Who says we can’t choose our destiny?”

Starbucks breathed, “Fate. That’s who.”

“I deny fate. I hate it. I don’t believe in fate.”

Faith: “Then you believe in luck. That’s worse. Luck runs out. We’ve been lucky. Knock on wood.”

I spun around on the roof. A Huey rushed overhead, bringing acrid smoke breathing over the rooftop, swirling around our legs, filling our lungs like bitter gall. “No. No, I refuse. Nope. Not happening.” I walked over to the edge, peering down, driven mad. “Sixty-five feet. It’s a long drop.”

“Don’t,” Starbucks says. “There’s no honor in-“

“Honor?” I spat, spinning. “Where’s your precious ‘honor’ now? What do I have to be honorable for? Killing two of my best friends? Allowing my sister to be shot? Killing my own father and watching my mom shoot herself in our downstairs basement? Tell me, what do I have to be honorable? What about me makes me such an honorable guy?”

Faith answered first. “You didn’t abandon me. You didn’t abandon Les. You didn’t abandon Ashlie.”

“Where are they now, Faith? They’re dead.”

“They were taken. You didn’t abandon them.”

“I abandoned Ashlie.”

“For me, Austin. For me. You haven’t been in it for your own skin since the beginning. It’s always been for us. That’s how it’s always been.”

Starbucks: “Maybe that’s why you’re still alive.”

Shot him a glare. “Why?”

“Do you believe in God?”

“I don’t know.”

Faith gawked at me. How could she?

Starbucks said, “You’re the one who isn’t selfish. Maybe God is saving you for that reason.”

“Saving me. And letting my friends and family die. Great. I love God. I really love him!”

Faith: “Austin, listen to-“

“Faith! I’m tired. I’m sick of running, of being scared, of not being able to sleep or eat. I’m tired of this. I just want to wake up and it all to be some big, bad dream. That’s all I want. I want this to be a dream so I can walk up to you and tell you how much I love you. How I’ve loved you since I saw you the first time you walked in those doors at church. How I’ve loved you even deeper since you kissed me at the party. How I’ve loved you and wanted you. So I could tell you now that I am selfish – I abandoned Ashlie because I would rather have you. I abandoned my sister so I could have some sleazy night in bed, some false security from you holding onto my arm, so I could pretend that you love me like I love you. I wish it were a dream so I could just take you and kiss you and just suspend that moment forever, and then not have to worry about what you think because you don’t really hear me, because you’re dreaming about some boy you took to the movies. I wish it were a dream so that I could have just a sliver of paradise, just a glimpse of what Heaven tastes like, as I taste you. I want to wake up and not worry. But this isn’t a dream, Faith! People are dying! My best friends are gone! My family is gone! I can’t take you up in my arms! I can’t tell you how much I love you because reality doesn’t work that way, and really, what would it matter? We’re all going to be dead in ten minutes anyways, right?”

Faith just stared at me. Starbucks didn’t move, suddenly feeling awkward. The red smoke passed between us, and she looked away. I turned and walked over to the roof’s edge, sitting down, dangling my legs, just looking down at wrecked cars and blood on the sidewalk. The infected moved farther down the street, drawn to a bookstore, crowding at the windows. Survivors inside. 

I really thought about jumping. Not to die. But to live. To awake from the dream. To fall and fall and then to wake up, to rise in my bed and it be Friday morning. To go to school, to go through that boring, drama-less existence. That is paradise. I wanted to have it again. I’d never appreciated it. I felt cheated. Jumping. So beautiful.

Faith stood behind me, but said nothing. She took in a breath, ready to speak, when Starbucks yelled.

“Do you hear that?”

He pointed down the road. Through the putrid, billowing fog a Humvee appeared, then another, and another, then two trucks, and two more Humvees. Soldiers were sitting in the .50 cals, rotating back and forth, preparing to fire. Behind them, in the fog, was jumbled movement. The infected were chasing, but weren’t getting close to the guns.

Learning. Evolving.

“They’re going to the ocean,” Starbucks said, pity and plea in his voice. “Armored convoy.”

They passed underneath us. I just said, “So am I,” and pushed off the edge.

Faith and Starbucks yelled.

The wind buffeted me and I hit a canvas awning, slowed, slid off the edge, hit another awning, slowed, hit another awning, and was propelled outwards. One of the canvas-covered trucks was driving beneath me and I landed on the canvas. It bulged and bundled beneath me, and I almost rolled off the edge. Starbucks and Faith exchanged glances and rolled off, so cautious, and landed beside one of the Humvees, clattering against a smoldering car.

The soldiers in the .50 cals hollered, “Get in the back of one of the trucks!”

I rolled off the truck and fell into the dirt. An infected in the shadows rushed at me. There was an echo of gunfire and the creature’s head burst apart; the body fell against me and slid onto the curb. The soldier behind the smoking .50 cal hissed, “Truck, with your friends, okay?” I smiled, gave a thumbs-up, ran around the side of the truck. Soldiers helped me in and pushed me towards the back.

Faith and Starbucks huddled with a dozen or so other survivors. Everyone was shell-shocked. The trucks kept going. The Humvee behind us spat fire every once and a while as we drove through the ruddy district. We all pressed together, joining for comfort. 

A soldier hobbled up and demanded to know if anyone was bitten: “If you lie, we execute one of you.” To prevent the halt of disease, right? None of us had been. The soldier explained, “We don’t know how it happened. One minute things were under control, then the city was burning and they were all over the place. Just like all the other cities. All over the coast, this is happening. We should’ve reserved all our efforts for one city. And started loading survivors in boats, and do it fast. The infected won’t go into the water.”

“So we’re going to the ocean?” Starbucks asked.

The soldier nodded. “There are small sailboats everywhere. A cruiser is just offshore picking up anyone in lifeboats, sailboats, whatever. They inspect for bites, and if anyone is bitten-“

“We know,” Faith said. “Thank you.”

The soldier wiped sweat from his chin. “Don’t worry about it.”

“Where did all the infected go?” I asked.

“They’re near the docks. That’s where the survivors went.”

“There are survivors on the rooftops all over the place,” I said. “Can’t you get Blackhawks in?”

The soldier shrugged. I hated how he didn’t answer.

The truck rolled over a bump. It was actually a body, crushed under the wheels. We passed into a shadow, moving between two sky-searching skyscrapers. The lobby’s glass windows were shattered, and inside, amidst sporadic fires and trampled bodies, were figures moving back and forth, huddled in groups or going solo. They watched the convoy from the dark recesses of the buildings. When they tried to get close, the .50 cals opened fire. A few of the infected would drop and the others would retreat into the safety of the man-made honeycombs. The gunfire hurt my ears.

Faith gripped my arm. “Did you mean all that stuff you said back there?”

I looked her in the eyes. “Would it change anything?”

“You mean whether we live or die? I don’t think so.”

“That’s not what I meant.”

“What did you mean, then?”

“Nothing.”

“Did you mean what you said?”

The trucks grinded to a halt. The Humvee nearly rammed us. Everyone rocked back and forth.

The five or six soldiers at the back end of the truck glanced at each other. There was a roar as the front Humvees opened up in continuous fire.

I grabbed one of the soldiers. “How far are we from the ocean?”

“The docks are just a quarter mile down!” he yelled over the gunfire.

“Why did we stop?”

“How should I know? I’m not driving!”

The rear .50 cals opened up as the infected from one of the skyscrapers gushed out, swarming the vehicles. The soldiers in the back of the truck raised their M16s and started shooting. I couldn’t see anything. Everyone shivered in fright. The gunners would stop to reload their rifles, then start shooting again. The heat was sweltering. I would later learn that the lead Humvee had hit a road block – a tanker had overturned in the road and blown up. The driver was mapping out a new path. Taking the lull, the infected had attacked. The gunners kept them off the trucks and Humvees, but the ammunition was slipping through the massive barrels like sand in a sieve. Once we got moving again, the infected scattered. We rolled around the edge of the skyscraper and I saw countless bodies strewing the marble steps of 5/3 Bank.

In the truck, the soldiers kept reiterating how they were running out of ammo.

“What happens when there’s no more bullets?” someone groaned.

Someone ran a finger over their neck and went, “Cack.”

A ball hobbled in my throat. We were running the gauntlet through a city. It was the American Mogadishu. It was crazy. I clung to my hope of the water as the convoy kept taking wild twists and turns. We stopped for just a moment; two soldiers jumped out of the back and vanished. The .50 cals shot off some bullets, and then the soldiers returned with an elderly couple, helping them inside the truck. They’d been trapped inside their car, the infected trying to get in. A soldier on a Humvee had killed the infected and the elderly had been taken up under the Army’s wing.

One of the soldiers said, “You can smell the ocean so strong! I saw it between one of the buildings!”

“How close?” someone begged.

“The beach was just thirty feet beyond the surf shop!”

A noise like nothing I’ve ever heard rumbled through the air. A car had been speeding for the beach from a branching road, going fast enough to smash through any obstacles and zombies in the way. The convoy had crossed in front of it; the driver had smashed on his brakes, but his car fishtailed and rode helter-skelter into the second Humvee. The gunner raised his arms and shouted as the car smashed through the heavy frame of the Humvee. There was a brilliant explosion that completely overtook the Humvee; the ammunition inside the Humvee lit up and started popping; all the soldiers inside were burned to a crisp and tore apart by hundreds of rounds. The bursting magazines popped out the windows and flames reached out to swirl amongst the hood of the truck. The intense heat ignited fuel lines inside the truck and they lit up; the hood popped and fire snaked outwards. The driver opened his door to get out, his partner was already fumbling to the ground when the cab exploded; the fire smothered them both and they ran between jumbled cars, turning and swirling, ablaze and screaming. The truck lurched upwards with the explosion and everyone was thrown backwards out of the truck. The soldiers toppled to the ground; a gun accidentally went off, wounding a soldier in the arm. 

I was thrown against the bed of the truck. I looked up to see Faith leaning against the Humvee. Starbucks was behind me, coughing and rolling over. Smoke gushed from the cab. The fuel tanks were under the bed of the truck. The flames were moving forward. I crawled out of the truck; people were getting up, dazed. The .50 cals started shooting; drawn by the explosion, infected popped out of every nook and cranny. All I could hear was roaring in my ears as I knelt beside Faith; I puked all over the Humvee’s tire, stomach retching with the smoke. 

“Austin-“

Starbucks was crawling from the inside of the truck. The fuel lines ignited; there was a brilliant flash and Starbucks screamed; the whites of his eyes shimmered for a moment before the entire truck was lifted off the ground, propelled by exploding gas tanks. Fire reached out over the spilled passengers, and the truck toppled over, completely up in flames. 

The former passengers screamed, clothes on fire. Those closest to the truck had been utterly scorched. Pressed against the wheel, I’d simply felt a blast of steaming air, then deep ringing. Faith’s eyes fluttered. I wobbled to my feet. People were running around, burning alive. Faith stood next to me and we leaned against the Humvee, the world spinning in frantic circles. My head pounded, pulsated, and my neck scorched with searing pain. Faith squeezed her temples.

The wall behind us began to move. The Humvee lurched forward.

I tried to keep up, begging softly, hardly able to talk. The explosion had completely set me off-scale.

The gunner didn’t seem to notice me. They rolled over the scattered bodies and kept going. The last Humvee passed. I tried to keep up, but it was impossible. I collapsed in the street. Faith picked me up. I really don’t remember a whole lot, except she was whispering in my ear, and there was the smell of sulfur and smoke was everywhere: in my throat, my eyes, my skin, my nose. I was coughing and retching and tearing. We walked across the street, between burnt cars, onto a sidewalk. 

There was a creaking noise and then I blacked out.

10:00 a.m. 

Surf Shop 

Lilies

Exhaustion of the Soul

She sat in the front of the car, and I sat in the back. She was saying something, counting change or something, I really didn’t notice what. Her hair was so beautiful. The seat fell backwards and her hair fell into my lap. She looked up at me with those beautiful eyes and started laughing; my hands ran through her silky strands and I just laughed, too. 

She undid the seat belt and crawled into the back with me, pressed her face against mine. Her breath was warm, smelled like a wintry forest. “You love me, Austin?” 

“I love you.” 

“Do you really love me?” 

“I really do.” 

“Then kiss me, Austin. Kiss me. Don’t be afraid. What is there to be afraid of?” 

“Will you like it?” 

“I’m asking you to kiss me, Austin. If you loved me, you’d kiss me.” 

I grinned and leaned towards her lips. 

Splinters of excruciating pain shredded the wonderful dream to pieces. My eyes opened and I felt dizzy; what felt like iron spikes being driven into the back of my head made me gasp in pain. The world around me swam, as if in a fog. My back was hard: I was lying down. Exhaustion drenched me in its mahogany sweat. A dull light covered my face, and a window revealed red sunlight. There was movement behind me, then something cold and wet splashed on my forehead. Cold water dribbled down my face; I let out a grunt of satisfaction – the water cooled me off like rain on an overheated engine.

Faith moved around me and sat down. I just stared at the plaster ceiling. The room was small and stocked with boxes; there were some scattered clothes, a rusted-out sink, some surfboards stashed against one of the walls, and a small window at the top of one of the walls. I heard the sound of cackling flames, the wind against the building, and silence. Faith just watched me as I lay there; balling my fists, I begin to feel small trances of energy spitting through me, water in a fire hydrant, trickling, beginning to gush. Muscles awoke. The pain diminished. Didn’t leave, but slackened.

“How long was I out?”

“Thirty minutes,” she said. “Or forty. Something. I didn’t know if you’d come back.”

“I fell asleep?”

“You blacked out. After the explosion.”

“What explosion?” I wouldn’t be able to remember it at all until after it all was over.

“At the trucks.”

No recollection. I tried to get up but lightning pierced my neck. I lay back down.

“Does it hurt?”

“Slightly.”

“You got knocked around pretty hard.”

I looked at the walls, eyes rolling in the sockets. “Where are we?”

“Ron Jon’s Surf Shop. Combined with Pacific Sunwear.” I’d seen those t-shirts at school. “We’re in a storage room. It’s small, there’s water, and they don’t know I’m in here. The door locks, too.”

“They don’t know?”

“Smoke from the explosion covered everything, even us. I dusted you off. The smoke, it veiled our movement.”

“Why is your sleeve bloody?” God, was she bitten?

Sheepishly, “The owner was in here. I had to get rid of him.”

“What happened to the convoy?”

“I haven’t seen it.”

“Probably overrun.”

Faith said nothing.

“How close are we to the ocean?”

She weakly smiled. “About twenty meters,” she said. “The shop is on the beach.”

“There aren’t any boats, are there?”

She fidgeted. “Actually, there’s one. There’s a dock outside. At the end, there is a rowboat, tied up.”

“Can we get to it?”

“I’ve seen a few of them meandering across the beach. I’ve been watching.”

I closed my eyes. Could I sleep again? Run to the dreams, forsake this awful place?

Faith got up, looked out the window, sat back down. “You never answered my question.”

“What question? Sorry. I’m a little… out of it.”

“Back at the trucks. I asked you if you meant what you said, about me. Do you remember?”

“I can’t remember the trucks very well.”

“Do you remember the apartment building roof?”

That was clear. “Yes.”

“Do you remember what you said, about it all being a dream?”

Had I really said all that? “Yes.”

“Well. Did you mean it?”

My lips smacked, parched. “I meant it… at the time.”

“At the time? What does ‘at the time’ mean?”

“It means I meant it at the time.”

“What about now? Do you mean it now?”

“I didn’t say it now.”

“If you did, would you mean it?”

Roaring silence. Cackling fire.

“I don’t know.”

“It’s either yes or no, one or the other. You have to make up your mind.”

“I don’t. My head hurts too much. I just want to sleep.”

“Don’t fall asleep. Answer my question. Yes or no.”

“Why do you want to know so bad?”

“We’re all we have left! I think I should know!”

“Keep your voice down.”

“Tell me, Austin. Tell me if you meant what you said.”

“It doesn’t change anything.”

“Yes, it does.”

“How? What? How in the world does it change things, and what does it change? Look outside that little square window. Are there any walking on the beach now? Probably. And guess what? They’ll kill us! We’re either going to die of starvation or die as our bodies are ripped apart. So what does me saying, ‘Yes, I meant it,’ change?”

She bit her lip. “So you did mean it?”

I leaned forward; pain; fell back. “Did you not just hear what I said?”

“I heard it fine. But I want to know yes or no.”

“What is it with you and black-and-white answers?”

“Austin. Tell me.”

“It doesn’t matter.”

Faith muttered under her breath and got up, going to the window. I mentally bashed my brains out as I lay on the chilled storage room floor. She crept up to the window and peered out. A moment later she ducked down. “It’s clear. Right now. So is the dock. It’s clear.”

“You’re crazy,” I said.

“What have we got to lose?”

“I can hardly walk.”

“It’s all psychological.”

“Oh, I forgot, you’re an expert. Are you laying down here?”

“Get up! Do you want to get to the boat or not?”

“Faith! I am mentally, emotionally, physically, spiritually exhausted. I don’t think I can run anymore.”

“Spiritually exhausted? What does that mean?”

“How am I supposed to ‘grow in my faith’ when my family is trying to kill me?”

She didn’t answer.

“I want to sleep for a little bit. I just want to breathe and be quiet and dream.”

“Well, dream by yourself. I’m leaving.” She fidgeted with the window.

I propped up on my arms. The pain was draining away. “What? Where are you going? No.”

“You want to die of starvation? The longer I wait in here, the longer I am convinced that had I gone for it, I could’ve escaped. I’m going for it. If I die out there, at least I’ll have made an attempt. And you can just lay on the floor and let your insides rot out for all I care.”

“Faith. Faith.” I started to get up.

She pretended not to notice. The small window opened.

“Faith. You can’t just-“

She did. Her body disappeared out the window.

I stood alone in the surf shop, wrestling with my thoughts, and finally gave in. 

The sand on the beach was warm.

11:00 a.m. 

Laughter and Love 

Hemmed-in

Treading water

Children ran back and forth, laughing, building sand castles and throwing sand at each other. Fathers and mothers watched their kids in the shallows; the teenagers went further back, even beyond the grandparents, to swim and duck and see who could swim under the docks without being seen. The sound of a city alive filled the air with the cries of seagulls, the laughter of children, the love of family and friends – life worth living. Umbrellas propped up on the beach; crowded on the blankets, couples made out, sun-bathed, read John Grisham and Harry Potter. A mother pulled out some food for a picnic, smiling at the bright sun. Peace.

She sat on her blanket, watching the little kids rolling in the shallows. The green waves lapped at the shore, spewing clumps of seaweed and scattered sea shells. She propped up her arms, elbows sore, wondered where he’d run off to, and picked up on chapter twenty-eight of her new favorite book. Suddenly he returned, dropping down next to her, gripping his arm. He was cussing and swearing; she dropped the book, seeing blood gushing down his arm, through his hands. He was shaking all over. He collapsed onto his side. People across the beach dropped what they were doing and watched. The man rolled onto his back, coughing up blood. The woman shrieked, screaming, Someone help! Oh my God! Someone! Someone-He lay still. She stared at his still body. Muffles flittered through the ranks watching. She hovered over his body, sobbing. His eyes opened. Hope fluttered through her; but the eyes, she saw, were not his own. He screamed and launched upwards, swiping at her. He knocked her into the umbrella; it toppled down and she lay pinned by him as he bit into her breast. Her shivering screams carried up the beach. No one knew what to think. Similar atrocities were happening all up and down the beach.

That’s how it’d looked in the beginning. Now the beach was empty. Umbrellas tossed here and there, buckets of sand left next to crumbling sand castles, splotches of blood and frantic footprints etched into the sand of time. A picnic luncheon, swarming with flies: bologna sandwiches and potato chips. Seagulls fluttered above us, grabbing food from the overturned baskets. Faith weaved her way between piles of abandoned beach equipment; I followed her tracks. The waves rolled against the beach, frothing and foaming. 

Out beyond the shore a fine mist draped the ocean. The edge of the dock was veiled in the mist. 

Infected came from the buildings against the beach’s edge. I saw them coming, yelled: “Faith! They’re behind us!”

She whirled around, gasped, turned, kept going.

“Don’t stop!” You got us in to this. I won’t lose you now.

I reached down as I ran and grabbed an umbrella. Snapping off the pole, I tossed the umbrella away and swung the pole in my hands. Faith’s feet tapped over the wooden dock. The infected rushed me. The pole chastised the air, and I splattered brains at my feet. Shoving the pole into the face of a girl in jeans and a ripped t-shirt, I watched her body fall to the dock – watched with sublime satisfaction – and ran after Faith.

The infected climbed over the girl’s body and raced the dock.

Faith yelled, “The boat’s leaving! It’s leaving!”

Horror ripped through me. 

“It’s leaving! It’s leaving!”

In the mist that caked the edge of the dock, we could see the boat paddling away. Figures danced over the dock and they ran towards us. Faith slammed to a stop and I rammed into her. She gawked, “They’re all over. Now what?”

They won’t go into the water.

I shoved Faith hard; she let out a shot and crashed over the edge of the dock, falling five feet to the water’s surface. She dropped under the waves, vanished in the green pallor, then resurrected, coughing and spewing. She gaped up at me. “Austin-“

Hands grabbed at me. I ripped away, fumbling off the edge. My legs bashed over the lip of the dock and I crashed into the water. Silence thundered. I twisted and turned. The water was so cold, sending icicles up and down my frostbitten spine. My hands brushed the rocky floor, and I propelled upwards. Eyes opened, the salt burned, stung. The light barraged me, and I surfaced, gasping, choking up water. Faith was swimming against the current, towards the ocean. I looked back as I followed.

The infected yelled at us from the dock, and kept up with us, running parallel to us on the wooden planks.

Faith kept herself afloat. “We’re going to drown…”

“No…”

“We’re going to float out to sea…”

“Go with the current. Towards the dock.”

“They’re on the dock!”

“Go behind the warehouse. They’ll think we kept going. And then hold on.”

The current swept us away from the shoreline. The infected followed on the dock.

The city behind us was a blend of red smoke and flames, a smog of epic proportions engulfing every building and street. There was a roar as the skyscraper aflame tilted and fell. It didn’t seem real. It smashed into a dozen buildings, breaking apart, shattering. Dust blew out from every direction, engulfing all the nearest buildings. The streets turned an ashen brown. The dust rose like incense to God.

We swept behind the warehouse. Our hands slipped and slid over the lichen-eaten warehouse. 

Faith: “I can’t grab on… It’s too slippery…”

“There’s a ladder coming up,” I said, choking up water. “Just grab that.”

She grabbed on, and so did I. The ladder led up to a door. She crawled first and opened the door. She looked back and forth and pulled herself inside. I watched the bloodied city skyline and climbed up and in. Faith shut the door, submerging us in blackness.

“Let’s just rest a moment,” Faith said, breathing heavily. “Give those guys time to forget about us.”

I agreed. I sat down, and shivering, soaked and cold, I blacked out.

12:00 p.m. 

Fogged glass and moaning

Discovery

No red carpet

We awoke some short time later, aroused by sounds drifting through a large, iron, padlocked door. I stepped around Faith and pushed it open, expecting the worst. It had come to the point where I did not care – whatever happened, I was sure of this: there was no Heaven or Hell. There was only us, only them, and only death, simply a matter of when, how, why… 

Wooden crates were scattered everywhere. A tool chest against the far wall. Water dripped from the rafters; the air smelt of salt and granite. Most of the room was drenched in shadow; at the other end of the cavernous chamber was a glass window; the glass was tempered, made to look like ice. Dark shadows, the outlines of hands, palmed the glass, drew across the glass. Moanings from the other side. They weren’t scary – ominous. We just stared at the fogged glass, the hands drawing back and forth, and without speaking we told each other to be quiet.

I moved between the mountains of crates, covered with a fine layer of dust. There was a dolly and several metal barrels. I pushed myself forward in the darkness; my hands touched something cold and rutted: a large hangar door. Why a door? Hope lit inside me; fumbling about, I felt the smooth surface, curved, and followed it to a broad slice above my head. A hull. My heart hammered. I moved along the hull, feeling the smooth surface; a body bumped into me.

“A boat,” Faith said.

“Yes, I think so.”

Eventually I discovered a ladder and climbed up, stepping onto the bed of the boat. My eyes were adjusting, and I saw that it was a speed-boat with a lower level. The gears and wheel were drowsy in the shadows, and I crept down into the lower level. My feet scooted over carpet, and my hands brushed over a polished dresser, something slender; I found a chain and pulled. A grunt escaped from my throat as blinding light sprinted everywhere and melted the shadows to nothing. There was a large bed, a chair, two dressers, and a small closet. The bed was made, the dressers bare. Dust on everything. It hadn’t been used forever.

Faith followed the burst of light racing onto the deck and came down. She gawked at everything.

I opened a cabinet and found boxed foods, some cans. In the closet were gallons of water.

“This is amazing,” I breathed. “Geez! Think, Faith – if we can get this thing out of here, we can just speed out offshore and eat the food, drink the water, until these things die out. It’s a miracle.”

Faith nodded. “Can you get it started?”

“Bryon taught me how to hotwire a car.”

“This isn’t a car.”

“No,” I said. “But how much different could it be?”

“I’m thinking a lot different.”

“Ye of little faith.” I crept upstairs, to the engine. There was a slot for the key. “If I can get this panel off-“

“Maybe,” Faith said, “I could look for a key?”

“Give me a chance, okay?”

“You’ll end up breaking it.”

I fiddled with the panel. “No, I won’t.”

She watched the infected patting the window. “I can see it now.”

“Faith, just have faith. Your name is faith and you don’t have faith.”

“I have faith that the engine is supposed to start with a key.”

“Do we have a key?”

“Let me look for it.”

“Needle in a haystack. Besides, those guys are pounding on the glass…”

“They aren’t getting in.”

“I have it, Faith, all right?”

She sighed and dropped down off the boat.

I couldn’t get the panel off. After several tries, I sat back and stared. How hard could it be?

Faith climbed up. “Look.” She tossed me a key. “It was on a rack against the wall.”

“Stroke of luck.”

“Stroke of genius.”

I inserted the key and turned. The engine rumbled to life. We both looked back at the fogged window. The pattering had ceased. Their shadows just lurked behind the window. Were they wondering what the noise was? 

Faith said, “Gasoline is on empty. We need more. Dang it. Always something.”

“I saw barrels down on the floor. I’ll put one on a dolly. Find me some tubing. Look in storage.”

I pulled the dolly and barrel over; she had found some tubing. We hooked it up to the gas main. I sucked a few times and finally the gasoline spat out all over my jeans. I grunted and thrust it into the gas tank. The tube gurgled and gasoline splashed.

“So are we going to just roll out of here on a red carpet?”

“What?”

“How are we going to get the door opened?”

“Maybe there’s a garage door opener or something.”

“Hold on.” She disappeared.

I kept fueling. Gasoline bubbled over the edges. I stopped the fueling and wheeled the barrel, tubing and dolly out of the way. There was a grinding noise and the door began to lift, rising up; bright afternoon sunshine split into my eyes and it hurt. I had grown accustomed to darkness. The sun’s beating rays were torture. I covered my face against the brightness, against the sound of the ocean, against the sweet smell of salt. The light bled through the room, illuminating piles of crates, barrels, racks of tools and equipment, the fogged window, Faith standing by a button panel dangling from the ceiling, and the one-hundred-foot-long sports boat we were commandeering.

I climbed up onto the deck and turned on the engine. It roared to life. The propeller slowly spun.

“We need it in the water!” Faith shouted.

“Can you give me a push?”

She did. Nothing. “It’s too heavy!”

I told her to take the wheel; she did, and I tried. Nope. “Work together,” I said. 

She hopped down and pushed with me. The wheels of the boat ramp began to turn.

“We’re golden,” I grinned.

Then the fogged glass windows shattered and they poured inside.

1:00 p.m. 

The Warehouse

Faith falls

Mount Saint Helens

The infected launched over the crates and came at us. We spun around against the boat ramp as they charged. Faith climbed up onto the deck, kicking her feet. I smashed the head of one of the infected with my fist and carried after her. They grabbed onto my pants, pulling, snarling, trying to – God, no – bite me. Faith appeared with a broomstick and jabbed at the creatures’, bludgeoning them in the face. They reached for the broom, letting go of me. I toppled onto the deck. She tried to fend them off; one grabbed the broomstick and ripped it from her hands. Splinters tore into her. She gasped and raised her hands in the sunlight.  

“Austin! I don’t have anything!”

I ran over to the wheel, searched the gears, found it. I pressed the power all the way. The propellers began to spin faster and faster, until they were a blur. Blood sprayed all over the crates as the blades sliced through human flesh; an infected fell back with half her body missing. 

Faith kicked at them as they tried to get up. “Austin! Do something!”

“What does it look like I’m doing!” I yelled, fiddling with the gears.

“Nothing! You’re doing absolutely nothing!”

I smashed at the gears, cursing. As I smashed it with my feet, the panel opened. A 9mm slid out. I picked it off the ground.

Faith wailed and fell over; one was climbing on top of her. I turned and blasted the trigger. The back of the creature’s head turned into a bloody flap and it spilt its brains all over the boat deck. The body went limp. Faith shoved it off and crawled towards me. More infected reached over the edge of the boat, avoiding the propellers. I shot them as they came, right in the head. One fell onto the propellers and turned into a mess of blood and guts covering everything.

Beside me, Faith panted, “We’re not going anywhere!”

I raised the gun. “Hold on to something!”

“What are-“

The gun roared. The bullet sped over the invading infected and lodged itself inside a gasoline can. There was a roar and the explosion lit towards us, combusting with the dust. The shockwave knocked me off my feet; I landed against the wheel; Faith was thrown to the ground. The boat ramp shuddered and groaned forward under the blast; the boat dipped into the choppy waves. The ramp sunk and the boat bobbed. The end started to drag downwards; it was roped to the ramp.

I got to my feet, grabbing the wheel. The engine spit water, but we weren’t moving. Our end was sinking.

Infected clambered through the warehouse as the flames began to die down. 

“Faith! The ropes on the sides! Cut the ropes!”

I leaned over the edge of the boat and began untying the rope from the railing. 

The railing on Faith’s side snapped; she gave a gasp and was thrown overboard.

The rope on my side slithered away; the boat righted and began moving away.

Faith swam in the water, waving her hands. “Austin!”

I saw her disappearing behind me, in the shadow of the docks, and I grabbed the engine controls, cutting the propeller down in speed. I felt the acrid heat and dust from the city washing over me as I turned the boat around, driving over to her. She reached up at the slick sides but couldn’t grab; I ran over and reached down, taking her head. I pulled. She kicked. Eventually she flopped over the edge, landing on the deck, breathing hard. 

I left her to pull away from a collision with the dock. I grabbed the 9mm again and aimed it at the warehouse. Infected were everywhere. I aimed like I did in video games and pulled the trigger.

A blast like Mount Saint Helens sent waves rolling outwards from the dock. The gasoline can I hit ignited, engulfing the others, and the gasoline blew apart. The warehouse filled with fire and the blast tore out the moorings and the bolts. Infected were consumed in an instant, vaporized, and the dock tilted, sinking; the warehouse fell apart and disappeared in the water, in a billowing freak show of steam and smoke. The dock the warehouse was attached to bent, pulled, groaned – snapped. 

We both watched as all that was left of the warehouse were a few floating debris, slowly sinking into the shallows.

Faith took several deep breaths. “So we’re in the water.”

I leaned against the wheel. “We’re in the water.”

Salvation.

2:00 p.m. 

Beauty in the Ashes

The Pyramids

Why Me?

“Where are we going?” Faith asked.  

The wheel was in my hands. I felt the boat rising up and down, side to side, the waves splashing and gurgling, breaking against the hull. “I don’t know. Just not there. Away from there. I don’t want us to fall asleep and suddenly wake up beached.”

“We’re just going into the middle of nowhere?”

“Yeah. Yeah, I think so. At least for now.”

“For now?”

“I was thinking we drive until we don’t see land, cut power, drop anchor.”

“What if it’s too deep?”

“We go inland a little bit. When we run out of food, we can return to the shore.”

“So that’s the plan?”

“Right now it is. I’m just making this up as I go. You knew that.”

I cut power, not wanting to waste anything. And we let the boat drift west, towards the middle of the Pacific – no aim, no resolution – no plan. Just gratefulness. Gratefulness that we weren’t in constant danger. Grateful that we could now sleep – and sleep well. None of them were anywhere close. I felt the wind in my hair and just listened to the waves carry us along. Faith went down below. I stayed on the deck, completely free, relaxed, without a care in the world. 

It was the most beautiful experience of my life.

How lucky was I? The numbers would ring in later. At the last U.S. census there were two hundred eighty-one million, four hundred and twenty-one thousand, nine hundred and six people in America. Of that two hundred eighty-one and a half million, only 50,000 would survive and make it to the next census nine years later. How long people held out throughout the continental U.S. is still a mystery. Worldwide, it was estimated that there were six billion, four hundred ninety million, eight hundred and forty-one thousand, seven hundred and fourteen people. Out of that, only 500,000 survivors in nine years. In America, there were only about 49,999 people other than me who would survive nine years. Worldwide, 499,999. 

I didn’t know this at the time. But I knew I was lucky. I felt my own arm. My own. I’d never been grateful for that before. Now life seemed so much more beautiful. Beauty in the ashes. I closed my eyes and just stood there. Stood there and thought about… nothing.

A plane flew overhead, circled, and vanished into the sun’s shadow.

Refugees huddled amongst the giant stone pillars, praying and weeping, praying some more. The sunlight sprinkled them in its wonton glow, and somehow, as they looked up at that sun breaking through the stone pillars, there in England they knew everything would be okay. Hope ruffled through the group. Their prayers had been answered. They were spared.

In the dark catacombs it was cold, freezing. You couldn’t see anything. The men and women didn’t eat anything, but remained underground for days, drinking sparse water and eating beetles scurrying over the dirt floors. One by one they meandered through the stone maze, and exited into brilliant sunlight, the triangle shadow before them shaking in the sand as if it were a sign from the sun god himself.

They had remained out of reach for days. They watched as the infected attacked each other, ate each other… and one by one, they rotted away due to the malnutrition. The survivors, weak and shaking, having survived on pigeons and insects, crept down the winding staircases, to the dirt floor. They looked about at the crumbling ruins, and felt they deserved their place there. Now they were survivors. They were heroes. The silent onlookers cheered. Birds sang.

I abandoned the wheel and walked downstairs. Faith was sitting on the bed, staring numbly at the wall. I sat down next to her, the mattress squeezing beneath me. She acknowledged my presence with a brief nod, and looked down at her feet. 

“What are you thinking about?”

“Probably what you are,” she said.

“Thinking about how we’ve overcome? Thinking about how now we can breathe and sleep… in peace?”

She managed a quiet laugh. “I guess so… I am thinking about..”

“What?”

“I’m thinking about everything. About everyone. It just floods my mind.”

“Maybe it’s better, now that it’s done. God cleansed the earth with the flood. Preserved the righteous.”

“Your parents were wicked? My parents were wicked? Ashlie and Zack were wicked? I thought you didn’t believe in God.”

“I guess now, I do.”

“That’s great,” she said, almost sarcastically. Her arms were shaking.

“You’re afraid it isn’t over?”

Slowly, “I don’t think it’s over.”

“But that’s not what you’re thinking about. I can read it in your eyes. You’re thinking, Why me?”

3:00 p.m. 

Hidden Past

The Fallacy of Beauty

So simple, so close

She looked over at me and a tear sprinkled her eye.  

“I don’t even know who my real parents are,” she said. “They tossed me out of their house when I was just a baby. I was passed between the family members, shunned and forgotten, the little orphan under the stairs. My birthdays were barely remembered; if they were, my birthday gift was my own plate of macaroni and cheese. No one really loved me. No one really cared for me. My grandparents wanted nothing to do with me – they called me a bastard child because my father ran off and was never identified. I remember being driven places and left, told to walk home. Left at bus stations and train stations, having to wait for hours in the rain and snow for some other off-the-wall family member to pick me up for my unwanted three months there. It wasn’t until Mom took me in that I was really cared for. She loved me like no one else ever has. She gave me all new clothes, she took me with her to church and social functions, introduced me to all kinds of people. I even made some friends. 

“She started dating this older guy, and then she started neglecting me, spending all her time with him. I remember, six years old, huddling in my room, hearing them fight, and I hear her scream, and a door slam. I just stayed in my room and cried. Then an ambulance came and they opened my door and told me to come with them. Mom had called the ambulance, because the man had… stabbed her three times. My mom met a doctor and remarried. That’s who I call Dad. That’s who everyone thinks is my real dad. No one really knows that I’ve been tossed around and abandoned so many times.”

I didn’t know what to say. All this was new. So I didn’t say anything. 

She continued: “I’ve always wanted to be loved, Austin. I’ve always thirsted for it, hungered for it. My diaries are full with it. I just always looked to the football players, the jocks, the preps for it. I opened my legs wide hoping they would really love me. I don’t know how many… how many guys took advantage of that. I love God, I loved God, but I just needed something more, and this controlled my life. It took me down so many bad roads. I just wanted someone to tell me, ‘You’re beautiful,’ someone to tell me, ‘You’re everything to me,’ because almost no one ever has. And all my friendships are superficial, social-status friendships. Except for a few. Like you.

“I was corrupted by the high school society. In high school, everything is about competition. Who isn’t a virgin? Who’s the best looking? Who’s the greatest athlete? Who flirts the most? It’s all driven by a bite-your-head-off competition. It really is sickening. Everyone is out to prove themselves, to be better than the rest, and this just leaves us empty, barren, thirsty and without water. Have you ever noticed how those who just go with the swing of life, who don’t try to outdo everyone, the ones who take a back seat, are the ones who ultimately succeed, are the ones who are happy, the ones whose dreams come true? How does that work? I don’t know. Maybe it’s a God-thing, maybe it’s just chance, but you can’t deny that it happens. I was burned out on that competition mindset. I was burned out to the point where my competition was look good and be seen as good. There’s where teenage girls take the plunger.”

“Take the plunger?”

“Shallow.”

“What’s shallow?”

“We are. All of us. We spent our time doing our hair, painting nails, worrying about stupid stuff like age lines, ingrown toe-nails, pimples, dimples. Eye shadowing was our god; we worshipped the idol of beauty, dedicating our lives to it. Our own ignorance kept us bound.”

I cracked a smile. “Doesn’t sound like you’re too absorbed in the whole mess.”

“What happened changes people. I trusted in worthless junk. I put my trust in crap. I forsook my family, friends, I backstabbed those who’d helped me in life just so I could put myself higher. Every mistake I made wasn’t mine; I was perfect. I was a queen, a god, a teenage idol. Everyone wanted to be me. I was conceited. So much that I devoted my life to excelling in my conceit. I didn’t eat, I ravaged my body thin to the bone. I slept around. Did everything for peoples’ attention. I was a beautiful monster, but a monster to the bone. I wouldn’t admit I was wrong. I refused to face my problems. It isn’t a good game-plan to dig yourself a hole, then keep digging until you can’t escape. I never even realized how trapped I had become, not until now.” She shook her head, staring through a prison of bones. “I was a prep, doing everything for acceptance, refusing to admit the fact that I was crap. My life had become worthless, my goals were worthless, I was worthless. I put down others, exalted myself, in a rise to reach a goal that was so gorgeously terrible. I was a god… until I came here. Then I realized how horrible I really was.

“Do you know what we used to complain about? How bad our cuts and scrapes affect the color and smoothness of our skin. How bad our hair is messed up from the rain. How we stink with sweat. We hadn’t realized how pretentious and ignorant, how stupid we really are. Beauty is fallacy. It is nothing. It’s a whisper in time, then gone. Our bodies die, rot, all beauty is lost. The beauty is within. I didn’t realize that. Not until now.”

“I never thought I’d hear words like that from you.”

She managed a cleft smile. “Neither did I. And it’s not just beauty, Austin. We all jive for popularity. Everything is prep fest. How will I look if I do this? What will people think? Our lives are dictated by the choices of others. Our own desire for control controls us. It is like being enslaved by freedom. You never realize it until you step back, step back and really… see.”

She fell back on the bed, staring at the ceiling. “Do you know what I always wanted? I wanted a simple life. A simple life with a husband, working as a nurse, really helping people as much as I could. Watching my kids grow up, watching them have families of their own and have fun. I wanted to go to barbecues and parties. I wanted a husband who would love me more than he’d ever loved anyone before, someone I loved more than I’d loved anyone before.

“I didn’t realize that I’d had that simple life. I was blinded by the simplicity of it all.

“And I didn’t realize that person I so desired, I so craved, was so close.”

4:00 p.m. 

Oasis

A Better World

Revelation

I rolled over, lying down next to her, my face almost touching hers. She rolled onto her side and looked into my eyes. Those eyes, the wellspring of grace, from that oasis I drank, drank my fill, deep and heavenly, a void of celestial paradise. Those eyes.

“Somehow I always knew,” she said, her sweet breath falling over me like lilies in spring.

I ran a hand through her hair, so soft. “I didn’t want you to know. I didn’t want-“

“I always knew,” she said, and she wrapped her fingers around mine. Her skin was so beautiful.

“You’re not scared?”

“I’ve been so scared. But not now. The time of running is gone. I can’t run anymore.”

Our faces closed in. Her mouth opened, and we pressed together. My tongue entered her mouth, and those feelings, those arousing, rushed through me, a platonic plague. Our lips smacked and we drew in heavy breaths. Our legs kicked and our arms shuddered, and we shivered against one another, lying on that bed. One of my hands touched her hair, the other her cheek. She wrapped her arm around me and closed her eyes. Glad for what we’ve got, done with what we’ve lost, our who lives laid out – right in front of us. The passion kindled, exploded, burst through me. Energy coursed through me. She was close. She was there. My obsession was realized.

I reeled backwards, breathing hard. Her own hair covered her face. She was sweating; so was I.

“I’m so sorry,” she said. “I’m so-“

She wasn’t allowed to finish. I rolled on top of her, kissing her face. She kissed my neck.

As I kissed she panted, “I’m sorry, so sorry, gosh, I’m so sorry…”

I leaned forward, pressed my face on her chest, felt her breathing. “It’s okay. It’s okay.”

“I’m sorry… You don’t understand…”

“I don’t have to,” I said, looking into her eyes. “This is all I’ve ever wanted.”

She stared into my eyes, and leaned forward, pulled me close. Once so shy, now so brave. Her hands were stiff with excitement. Our lips entwined and we rolled over on the bed, messing up the sheets. She hovered above me, kissing with such deep passion I’d never imagined possible, and I closed my eyes, let her explore my mouth with her tongue.

Suddenly she rolled off, landing beside me. She was crying.

I propped up next to her. “It’ll be okay,” I said, whispering into her ear. She embraced me and kept crying. “People have always survived - we will, too. We survived the Romans, the Crusades, the Black Plague, World Wars, we'll survive this. It's nature's way of thinning us out so we can build a better world. We'll survive. We'll build a better world. You and me. We’ll be together. We’ll build our lives together. It is beautiful.”

She just cried harder, and pulled away. “Austin,” she cried. “Austin-“

I reached up her shirt, feeling the soft skin. She cried more. I tried to kiss her. 

She refused: “I can’t do this. I can’t do this to you.”

“What? Why not? Where’s the minister? Who is going to marry us?”

“It’s not that,” she said, lying on that bed. “It’s not that. I love you. I want it.”

“Then why not? Do you just want me because I’m all you have?”

“No. I won’t let you, because… Because I’m all you have.”

“You’re not making any sense, Faith.”

“I know,” she cried. “I know, I’m so sorry…”

I began to kiss her again, trying to move on top of her. She pushed me off. “Austin. Please stop.”

I lay next to her. “I don’t understand.”

“I just can’t, Austin.”

“Why not? Faith, tell me. Why not?”

She got up from the bed, stood beside the dresser. I lay on the mattress staring. Her chest heaved in sobs.

“Why not? Why-“

She bent over, grabbed her pant leg, pulled it up. 

Color drained in my face.

5:00 p.m. 

Oasis

Heaven & Paradise

Revelation

My head was spinning. I rolled off the side of the bed, onto the floor, gripped at the carpet. My stomach retched, but nothing came up. God, no, God – you can’t do this. God, no, no, no…

Faith fell against the wall. 

I pulled myself up against the bed, stared at her. “When?”

“The surf shop,” she moaned. “That’s why I… That’s why I had to get you to move. Because I knew that if we waited, then… Then I’d turn, and you would die… I had to get you moving, had to get you to a boat, had to save your life, because you saved mine. Now you’re safe, and I thank God, every part of me thanks God, my wish… You’ve been blessed-“

“I’ve been cursed,” I cried out. “I lose you, I lose everything.”

“I just wanted you to be okay.”

“How can I be okay without you?”

“Now you have to kill me,” she sobbed. “You have the gun. You have to shoot me…”

“No,” I moaned, standing. “No.”

“You have to… I am already feeling sick…”

“You’ll turn, and you’ll bite me, and I’ll turn, and we’ll be together.”

“It doesn’t work like that. It wouldn’t be me. It wouldn’t be you.”

“I can’t stand you being one of them. God-“

“I won’t. When I die, I’m gone. I’ll be waiting on the shores of heaven, I promise.”

There is no such thing.

I coughed. “Faith. Please…”

“Give me the gun,” Faith said. “Give me the gun and I will do it.”

“No. You can’t. God, no…” I stumbled over to her, fell down at her feet, kissed her legs. “No…”

A thumping sound filled my ears. It was growing closer. The boat was rocking. 

Faith kissed my forehead. “Go, Austin. Go.”

There was a sound of uncoiling rope, footsteps. Several armed men descended into the hold.

“Survivors!” one of them yelled. “Let’s go!”

They reached for us.

Faith said, “Leave me.”

A soldier: “Are you crazy?”

“I’m bitten. It’ll be a few hours or so. I’m just going to stay here and… and watch the sunset.”

The soldiers nodded. “Okay.” They grabbed me and pulled me away.

I writhed in their grip. “Leave me, too! Leave me, too!”

“Go,” Faith said, wiping tears from her eyes. “Goodbye.”

I was pulled onto the deck, into the evening light, kicking and shouting, cussing and fuming. They loaded me into a carriage and the carriage was wheeled high into the air, and I was pulled into the hovering Blackhawk. I tried to resist but they injected me with some green liquid and exhaustion wrapped its arms around me. I dimly remember the other soldiers catching the carriage and joining the Blackhawk. The doors were slammed shut. I crept up against the door, peering out the window.

As the Blackhawk tore through the sky, I saw Faith standing on the deck, shielding her eyes, watching me leave. I cried out, but was unable to do anything. The soldiers were quiet. 

When I wake you're never there,  when I sleep you're everywhere. Just tell me how I got this far. Every time I look, you’re never there, and every time I sleep, you’re always there. When I close my eyes, it’s you I see. You’re everything I know that makes me believe I’m not alone. It’s hard to think that you might not be real; I sense it now, the water’s getting deep. I try to wash the pain away from me. When I touched your hand, it was then that I understand, the beauty is within. I hope there comes a day no matter where I go, I always feel you so. “Good-bye to you. Good-bye to everything I knew. You were the one that I loved, the one thing that I tried to hold on to.”

Afterword


Nine Years Later

The twin propellers churned through the air, blasts of air sending clouds shooting in every direction. The heavy Chinook helicopter descended from the overcast sky, falling with tremendous speed, towards the rolling foothills. Forests, valleys, creeks and ponds filled the eye forever, as the neck craned, and filled the windows of the rustic helicopter. A sheet of snow brushed over the ridged tops of the ancient ruins. The helicopter bucked slightly, warm currents wafting over the hulk of the vessel. The pilots weren’t uneasy; they were stationed off an oil rig in the Gulf of Mexico, and furious winds often threw the helicopter around like a rag doll. This was fine weather. Even with the intensifying lightning bursts in the far distance. 

The helicopter flared, tilting slightly, the pilot decreasing throttle and using the air beneath the belly to slow down the descent. The pilot glanced over his shoulder, beyond a wire netting, and said to several men in ghostly masks, laden with all the technical equipment of the century, “Only a few more moments! See all the lights down there, in the trees? That’s it. Hold on. Wind sheer is strong between with the two fronts hitting, and-“ The chopper jostled around; equipment rattled as steep, tree-covered slopes rose to either side of them. “You see what I mean.” The men in the back exchanged worried glances.

Snow began to pelt the titanium steel and Plexiglas windows. Giant wipers whistled back and forth. The pilot argued with the controls, and finally the chopper fell a few more feet, and the extended wheels touched home. The giant Chinook landed on the pavement. The pilot shut down, and the rotors swung to a stop.

The door flung open. Several soldiers dropped down onto the pavement. Down the road it was completely quiet. A few parked cars, rusted and falling apart. The trees were bare, and a fresh layer of snow draped the earth in angelic lace. The snow crunched beneath their feet as they held onto the assault rifles, wearily peering down the road at the homes. Broken windows, open doors, sections falling apart; some had been burnt down, only the timber remaining as the carbon returned to the earth over the last near-decade. 

“Wait here,” the captain said. “Please. It’s safe.”

The other soldiers nodded and sat down in the snow, folding the assault rifles over their laps. They lit a cigarette and began to smoke, moving their fingers, numb from the cold.

The man left footprints in the snow as he stepped past the skeleton of what had once been a vehicle. Ashlie slowly walked into the study, pulled back the drapes. She stared across the street, saw the broken door and windows of the house opposite us. Above the trees rose several withering columns of smoke into the air. Some patches of blood stained the street; the Jeep was ramped up in the grass, much of the glass broken and smeared with handprints and blood. The front fender was bent and dented and splotched with strips of flesh, and the wheels and axels were twisted from rolling over bodies. The doors were wide open, and blood covered the backseat. Ashlie just stared, unbelieving, and closed the drapes. She didn’t move. He let his hand glide over the freshly-lain snow, brushing it away, revealing chipping green paint. He closed his eyes, moved forward.

The garage door was twisted, snapped apart on the right. I ran over someone’s foot as I went forward; going back again, the garage door began to shred apart. I drove up close to the wall, put it in reverse, and slashed my foot on the pedal as hard as I could. Infected tore off the sides of the truck as the back end barreled through the garage door; paint tore and withered; screeching metal filled the air; the side mirrors were torn off; but I peeled into the driveway, into the night, leaving the infected jumping through the hole in the garage door. 
Now he stepped back through the hole. Snow had come in and rested against scattered tools, against the van secluded in the corner. The door to the house was left open. But his eyes drifted down to his feet, down to beside the door leading to the side yard. A grotesque skeleton, twisted and inhuman; the head had been snapped off and lay against the dog’s bed. Tattered clothes still covered the bones, and the cloth was brown with what had once been red blood. 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.
The man entered through the kitchen. The blinds were disheveled and hung loose. Snow had crept its way in, covering the moss-eaten tile floor. My eyes swept to the empty island sitting in the middle of the kitchen. 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. 

He took the steps slowly, his hand moving over the guardrail. So familiar… so foreign. He stood on the upper floor; he pushed open the bathroom door. The shower mirror was licked and spotted brown, but it held the reflection of a skeleton contortedly hurled against the wall and fallen to its demise. 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. Brown stains still covered the tile, dry and flaky. He shut the door and continued down the hallway, into a bedroom.

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 shut his eyes, almost left, but forced himself onward. He looked over the bed, the fish tank – fish skeletons at the bottom – and the dark computer, everything bathed in a yellow glow of dust. He peeped through the window blinds, saw the Chinook below, rotors slowly spinning, the soldiers laying cards out on the fresh snow, laughing. A pack of dogs roamed several houses back. The man turned away and opened a compartment in the desk. He ruffled through it and drew out a small notebook. He flipped it open.

January 21, 2004  Wednesday

School. Woke at 5:30, got dressed, slept with Doogie on the couch with a glass of Faygo. Art boring; read magazines – looked like I was working. Geometry, didn’t do homework, me and Ricky bashed – Erika in a good mood. U.S./World Studies – didn’t know homework was due, though everyone else did – I was like, “Since when?” Chemistry, did a fire lab; Tony and I arguing over density formula. I was right, it really was 100g, not 1,000g, as Tony held. Lunch uneventful – spicy chicken fajitas. Study Hall packed. Accounting class – W-4 and W-2 forms – will I get money off taxes? Hope so. English, went over realism and naturalism – Career Passport tomorrow. Grabbed info on Teacher Academy. Dad went to SHS meeting – good news with Teacher Academy. Drake, Les, Bryon over – disaster avoided on roads haha – Bryon almost did a U-turn down at Farmer’s Market intersection. Drake got us pizza from Dominoes and I picked it up. Bryon learned I Can Only Imagine. Drake addicted to Battlefield 1942. Finished English and Geometry homework before bed. Tired. Listening to Led Zeppelin. Can’t forget Rikki. Oh, how I want a girlfriend to spend time with, to be connected to –how I want to be wanted!

He closed the journal and shut his eyes. The day remained in his head, a bad memory. I just wanted a simple life, and I already had it. He slid the journal inside an Army bag and descended downstairs to the front door. He opened the front door, but looked down the steps; a skeleton lay propped against the wall, back of the skull laying in pieces at the floorboards. 

“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.
He pushed the front door open and walked past the snow-covered Jeep. “Pack up your cards, boys.”

They grabbed at the deck. In the biting cold, one asked, “You know this place?”

“This is my home,” he answered, looking back.

No one said anything. 

“Get on the radio. Salvage crews can get in. There might be some places in town.”

They loaded into the helicopter and it sped up into the air. The snow turned the ruined town into a winter wonderland. As the helicopter ascended, you could look out and see the skeletons everywhere. Thousands of skeletons, covered with a frosty blanket of snow. He had been right. They’d attacked each other, and eventually starved to death. It had taken nearly two months, but it had happened. And now the survivors were salvaging and reconstructing.

“Can we hurry up?” the man asked. “I want to get home to my wife and boy.”

The helicopter disappeared into the snowy skies.

●●

Halfway across the world, on the sun-bleached deserts, the ocean touched the dust with dull legacy. A boat washed ashore, lodged in the rocks, the hull yellow and brown from the years. Over the distance smoke rises, and the horses trot to a stop next to the ocean. Aborigines disband. They knew nothing of the virus, nothing of Copernicium arretium – secluded, out-of-the-way, the aborigines had survived the 36 hours and the two months without hassles or cares. Now they approached the boat; one of them climbed inside, and shook his head. 

His eyes looked down.

A skeleton lay sprawled on the deck, bones loosely jointed, dressed in shaggy clothes. A small hole reflected in the forehead, and another hole cut into the back of the skull. The aborigine dropped down to the ground, shouted orders, and the bones were given a proper Australian Indian burial.

“Holding on to the phone, holding on to this glass, holding on to the memory of what didn’t last, waiting for better words, they’ll never come, so dry your eyes, it’s better now that it’s done.”

