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Undead On Arrival

By Armand Rosamilia

 

“Doctor Davis, telephone please. Doctor Blair, Doctor Blair. Doctor J. Hamilton, Doctor J. Hamilton.”

Doctor James Hamilton woke with a start, his eyes trying to focus in the pitch black of the doctor’s lounge. He groped in the dark and found the familiar lamp next to the couch and clicked it on, his head pounding. 

According to his watch he’d slept for three hours, although it felt like three minutes. He ran his fingers through his graying hair and over his stubbly chin. 

The knock at the door wasn’t a surprise. “Come in.”

Nurse Victoria Davis entered, and James couldn’t help but smile at the beauty. Last year there’d been a tryst…

“You need to get down to the ER. Two meat wagons just pulled in with half a dozen soon-to-be-stiffs.” Victoria – Tori as he called her when they were alone, used to be alone – always had a way with words. 

“I’m coming, I’m coming,” James said and stood on shaking legs. He was tired, having just pulled a double shift. Someday he’d get back to his trendy condominium and relax. He was glad he didn’t have a pet, because it would be long dead and rotting by now. 

James followed Tori down to the third floor elevator banks and leaned against the cold wall, glancing down at her slender wrists.

She smiled. “Still married,” she said and held up her left hand. The wedding ring gleamed in the fluorescent lighting. 

“Same guy?” he asked. 

Tori laughed, the deep throaty sound bringing back memories of the Bahamas and the deserted beach, and her on top of him. “Funny. We need to hurry. You don’t want to get your colleague/my husband mad at you, right?”

“I guess not,” James said and tried not to grimace in front of her. She loved to see him squirm. “How are the newlyweds doing?”

“Great. We just celebrated two years.” Tori smiled wickedly. “Tom wants to take me to the Bahamas in January. Isn’t that romantic?”

“Bitch,” he whispered as the doors opened onto the E.R..


Before them was chaos. It didn’t faze them in the least. 

The main doors were held open by two bloody EMT’s and a line of gurneys were being wheeled in. 

Doctor Blair, resplendent in freshly-pressed scrubs and his patented yellow tennis shoes, approached the two with a grin on his face. “What a surprise, the two of you together.” He turned to Tori. “How is the Mister doing?”

Tori ignored him and moved to the desk. 

James wanted to punch the man squarely in the face but refrained. “I heard the page.”

Doctor Blair – Harry to his friends, if he even had any – stared at James with his typical sardonic look. “As did I, although it took me half the time to get down here. Sleeping off a long shift?”

James looked away. He didn’t want to be goaded by the man just now, not with everything going on around him. He needed to focus and forget that the man was a World Class Jackass. “Double yesterday with three hours of sleep. More than enough.”

“I’m sure.” Blair walked away, still talking. “There’s been a major accident on I-95 and six ambulances have been rerouted here from Clara Maas.”

“Six rerouted?” James asked as he caught up. “How many are involved?”

“We don’t know. It seems like every fire department, ambulance and police car in the Tri-State area is on-scene. It’s all over the news.” Blair grinned again. “Of course, you slept through the first three hours of it, eh?”

James stared at the man and smiled, unconsciously naming every bone in the man’s face as he did. He wondered how many he could break with one jab. 

“We’re running out of space. Already we have several that have died before we could get them into a room,” Tori said from the desk. “This is insane.”

Doctor Blair turned his head and hissed. “Professionalism at all times, nurse.” He snapped his fingers and pointed at her. 

Tori glanced at James and then lowered her head. “Of course, doctor. I’ll call in every available person and prepare other rooms.”

Doctor Blair glanced at James. “Any reason you’re just standing there?”

James immediately followed the nearest gurney into ER-14, a young man with a vacant stare and blood staining his white shirt. James noticed with dismay that his lower abdominal area had been eviscerated, and he stopped the EMT pushing the man in. “Is he still breathing?”

“Hardly any of them are still breathing. I’m just trying to get them out of the fucking parking lot. Four news vans are out there shooting this shit, you know? We’re just trying to get them inside.”

“Alright. Then do us all a favor and get the D.O.A.’s into one room, if possible. Can you do that?” James glanced at the man’s name tag. “Ronald? Can you secure a few good men to help you?”

“Yes, doctor.” Ronald wiped sweat from his face. “It’s a madhouse out there. I’ve never seen so many dead people in one place, not even after that damn plane crash in ’88.”

“We just need to do our jobs now. If anyone is still breathing we need to get them into a secure room and work on them.” James patted the man on the back and watched as he began to do his job. “Now it’s my turn.”

James loved his work and this hospital – he even begrudgingly admitted that despite his abrasive personality, Doctor Blair was one of the best doctors in the field today – but days like these were trying. Of course, at the end of the shift, when lives had been saved and the ER grew quiet for that brief moment before the next shooting victim or car crash pileup, you could afford to sit back and relax and crack open a cold one. 

Tori was attending to a child on a gurney right outside ER-14, blood dripping to the floor. James caught her eye. She looked overwhelmed. They nodded to one another before James turned to the man before him. 

“What happened?” James noticed the large welts on his face and the crusting blood on his shirt. His legs had been mangled on both thighs, but on further inspection James noticed multiple bite marks, as if a rabid dog had gone to task on this man’s flesh. His breathing was heavy and labored, his eyes closed and mouth parted, showing several broken teeth. 

James checked and felt a maniacal pace to the man’s heart rate. He glanced around for a nurse to assist him but was dismayed to see another group of stretchers being pushed through the double doors. 

“James?” Doctor Davis, Tori’s husband, came into the room, covered in blood. “I think I need your help up on two.”

“What happened?”

Rick Davis held up his left hand. “One of the patients bit me. Can you believe it?”

“All that blood is yours?” James asked.

Rick laughed. “I’ve been pulling the dead into the service elevators for the last twenty minutes. Bloody work.”

“It’s all bloody work.” James followed his colleague to the bank of service elevators, where a dozen EMT’s were busy organizing victims into three groups: those who needed immediate medical attention, those who had minor injuries, and those who were deceased. 

“Where to begin? I guess we can pull a couple of criticals up with us, but be prepared. You think it’s bad down here? The halls are piling up. This is no way to run a hospital,” Rick said with a laugh. 

They selected two females on rolling tables and pushed them into the elevator with them.

“How have you been? I haven’t seen you much in too long,” Rick said.

James flinched. I’ve been having fantasies about your wife still, and…”I’ve just been busy, pulling extra shifts.”

“Bullshit. We all catch just as many extra shifts as you do.” Rick leaned forward over the wounded and stabbed a finger at James. “I think you’re ducking me, and I want to know why. Out with it, man.”

James unconsciously stepped back and leaned against the cold wall. All he could do was shrug. He didn’t know if he wanted to get into something right here and right now. What could he really say without offending his friend? Tori and I shared a great weekend last year and I can’t get that night out of my head. Sorry your wife cheated with your best man.

The doors opened and it was like the silence before a bomb explodes. 

The first thing James heard was the screaming from down the hall. Rick pushed the first table into the hall and out of the way. James pointed at the bloody handprint directly in front of them on the wall, a stark contrast to the sterile environment. 

“I thought downstairs was chaotic,” Rick said, always the positive one. “This accident is bigger than I thought.”

Another scream came from a closer room, and this time a nurse stumbled out and fell to one knee not twenty feet in front of them. James knew it was Betty Tate, a veteran who’d been working at the hospital going on thirty years. 

Her left hand was missing, her arm ending in a ragged stump pulsing blood. Betty stared at it in shock. Rick ran to her, removing his lab coat as he went. He wrapped it around the stump and pulled her back into the room.

James followed but stopped in the doorway, unable to comprehend what was going on. A woman, her torso drenched in gore, was strapped to a gurney. Her arms had been bound at one point but her right arm was free and she was trying vainly to pull herself off of the bed. Several of Betty’s fingers lay on the floor in a puddle of blood. 

Betty, still in shock, leaned down at the foot of the gurney and closed her eyes. The woman became enraged, jerking herself up and down and staring at Betty.

Rick moved closer to the woman but James put a hand on his shoulder. “Wait. Something is wrong.”

Rick laughed. “No shit. Look at her vacant eyes. I’m not getting any closer than I have to.”

Another scream down the hall made them both wince. 

James couldn’t move. Despite the woman thrashing on the gurney, Betty bleeding everywhere and the cacophony of noises around him, James went rigid. Time seemed to slow down for him. The air-conditioning kicked on above him, someone else screamed in another direction, and he could hear ambulance and police sirens even through the thick walls. 

Rick grabbed his arm and pushed him out into the hallway, his other arm wound around a fading Betty. “What the Hell was that?” Rick asked.

James shook himself from his stupor. He was a doctor, damnit, and needed to focus. “One nightmare after another,” he whispered. 

Two men were literally fighting over an orderly at the other end of the hall, ripping pieces of flesh from his body and stuffing it into their mouths.

“We need to get out of here,” Rick said quietly. 

At that moment Betty grunted and went limp, falling hard to the floor. 

Both of the eaters stopped, letting the gristle and blood pour from open mouths, and stared at James and Rick.

“Fuck me,” James said as they started moving towards them. 

Betty rolled over onto her back and Rick went to help her up but hesitated. “She’s, um, she’s…” was all he could manage.

James looked at the former nurse, now glassy-eyed and reaching for them. Without a word they ran back to the elevator and jabbed at the button.

Betty propped herself up and tried to stand. A single, thin moan escaped her lips.

James decided the stairs would be the better solution, but when they opened the doors, the stench of rotting flesh assailed them. They could see shadows moving slowly below them and decided to go up. 

The next floor was locked so they moved to the next. Quietly they turned the lock and pulled it open, waiting to be attacked. It was empty. 

“Which way?” Rick asked. They were at the easternmost end of the Maternity Ward. 

“The back stairway leads to the landing that will take us to the roof,” James said.

“How do you know that?” Rick asked.

James turned away. That’s where I went with Tori the last time we were together. “I just know, ok? Let’s get moving.”

It was darker on this floor, with the lighting out and no windows on this side of the building. James wished he had a flashlight. He actually wished he was home or would soon wake in the doctor’s lounge from this nightmare. 

They had taken two steps when they heard an explosion somewhere deep in the bowels of the hospital. The floor shuddered for a second. 

“I need to find Tori,” Rick suddenly announced. In the silence it was like he was screaming. 

“We need to find a safe spot first, and then we’ll go back for her.”

“We? She’s my wife,” Rick said, but with a laugh and not confrontationally. “I need to do the good husband thing and save her.”

“We can’t be splitting up. We need to get to the roof. Maybe there will be helicopters flying in or out.”

“Maybe. You go check it out, but I need to get back down to the ER and save my wife.” Rick patted James on the back.

“Then why did you come all the way up here in the first place?” he asked, realizing his voice had risen a pitch or two and he was borderline whining. 

“I panicked. There are people eating people down there and I ran. Now that I’ve had a breather I realize that the most important thing in the world to me is my wife. Without her I’m nothing.”

James felt a lump in his throat. He felt so guilty, but not guilty enough that he wouldn’t take another chance with her. Hell, he’d lost count of the times he’d alluded to it with her but was rebuffed. He felt like a dick right now. “You do what you have to do.”

Rick stuck out his hand and James shook it. “Thanks.”

“For what?” James asked.

“For being the best friend any guy could have.” Rick winked at him. “There are no secrets when it comes to friends, right?”

Now James felt like a total dick. “Rick, I have to tell you something.”

“Save it.” Rick ran back down the hall. “I’m sure it can wait until Tori
is safe.”

James pushed his self-loathing back and went in search of the staircase to the roof. Without Rick at his side he felt suddenly vulnerable. The door to the stairs opened with a creak and he held his breath, waiting for an onrush of biting monsters.

Monsters?
Really? Is that what’s down there, ripping apart nurses and doctors and other patients? James couldn’t believe it. None of it made sense, and he couldn’t believe his eyes. Maybe he was still sleeping. He pinched himself on the neck. He felt it and felt foolish even though he was alone. 

Now what? 

He had moved up a couple steps when he heard a door below slam. He didn’t know if it was opening or closing and didn’t want to stand here and find out. Trying to be quick but quiet, he took the stairs two steps at a time. He stopped at the next landing when he saw the door was open. This was an administrative wing of the hospital and the door was normally closed with a pass code required to open it. It was dark and James felt such fear that his feet wouldn’t move. He’d seen way too many horror movies as a kid and knew that the second he tried to get past, something hideous would jump out and grab him. 

Sounds from below made him look over the edge. Below, shadows danced in the stairwell, and he could hear someone – or something – walking slowly. He was sure it wasn’t someone he wanted to meet in these close confines. 

“I need to get to the roof and secure it for when Rick and Tori get there,” he said to himself. 

The hand on his shoulder made him jump and he nearly went over the side, plummeting to certain death. At first he didn’t comprehend what stood before him: a woman, in her early forties, dressed in a business suit, with golden hair and bright red lips, had touched him. 

“Are you alright?” he asked.

He felt foolish as soon as he said it, noticing her unseeing eyes and the small drops of blood on the front of her jacket. 

She gripped him with strong hands around the throat and tried to drag him toward her gaping maw, teeth red with gore. 

Two quick punches to her face didn’t faze her and he could smell her rancid breath on his face as she drew him in. 

He drove a knee into her midsection and punched her as hard as he could in her head, forcing her to loosen her grip. He bashed her kneecap with his foot and heard bones cracking. Without another thought he began pummeling her, driving her to the floor and stomping her back and sides with his feet. James kicked her in the ribs, hearing them snap, and the blow pushed her to the edge of the stairs.

She teetered there, hands still trying to reach for James instead of pushing herself to safety. He planted a shoe in her face and watched as she tumbled down the steps and smashed against the concrete wall on the landing below. 

James didn’t have time to celebrate, as two undead struggled past her flailing body, vacant eyes resting on him. 

His initial reaction was to exit the stairwell on this floor and slam the door behind him but he decided the roof offered him his best chance to escape. Making sure the two weren’t gaining on him, he began moving up the steps, keeping an eye out for surprises from above as well.

Winded and panic-stricken, he came to the top of the stairs and stopped on the landing to catch his breath. He could hear them moving down below, quiet save for the sliding feet and bumping bodies. He thought he heard more than the two that were down there but the echo was so great that he didn’t really know. 

What he did know was the door was locked with a PIN-pad device and he had no idea what the combination could be. He tried sequential numbers to five but that didn’t work, then reversed the order. No luck. 

His pursuers were definitely moving slowly up the stairs, getting closer one thumping foot at a time. 

“Don’t freak out, you’re a doctor,” James whispered to himself over and over like a mantra. He thought about intense surgeries he’d been involved with in the past and the extreme pressures of his job, making snap judgments that resulted in life and death.

The problem now was that it was his life on the line, not some patient he’d met an hour before or a day ago. This was the ultimate pressure cooker. 

His cell phone rang and he almost slipped and fell backwards and down the stairs. He fumbled in his pocket until he pulled it out and answered on the third ring. “Hello?” 

“Hey, James, this is Rick. I was wondering if you weren’t too busy tonight, if you wanted to grab some dinner.”

“Asshole. Where the fuck are you?”

“I’m below you, but it looks like there are a half-dozen of these things between us. I’m hoping you’re on the roof already.”

“Not quite.” James looked at the barred door. “I don’t have the combination to the roof.” 

The noises were getting louder and closer. He glanced over the side and saw they were at the landing below him now, two bloody dead men walking. 

“Try 9-0-2-1-0” Tori said and James glanced at the phone.

“Tori? You’re alright?”

“Of course. I was on the way to rescue you two morons when I ran into Rick. Did you try it?”

“Try it?” James asked stupidly. He was so elated to hear her voice and know that she was alive. 

“The fucking door,” she yelled. He could hear her below, her words echoing in the stairwell. “Shit, that was pretty stupid,” she said in a lower voice.

James turned and tried the combination and it worked. The door opened and he stepped out into the cool night air. “It’s opened,” he said into the phone.

Rick’s voice came back to him. “I think Tori got them turned around. That might be a good thing. Keep quiet up there and close the door and keep it closed until we call you back.”

“Wait, I can lead them up to the roof,” James said. He realized he was whining again. She was so close and he didn’t want to lose her. He stepped back into the stairwell. 

“No dice, buddy. We’ll call you back.”

James stared at the phone until a sliding sound on the steps below brought him out of his stupor. With a curse he shut the door but didn’t lock it. He supposed the things couldn’t open the door. Could they? 

He went to the side of the building and looked down onto utter chaos. A clump of emergency vehicles were ablaze, the black smoke being pushed away from him on the wind. Clusters of police, hospital personnel and EMT’s were being surrounded by a horde of still-moving dead people. 

Sporadic areas of the city around him were without power, dark buildings shadowed by the glow of fires and punctuated by random gunfire. 

He went to all sides of the hospital and it was the same: battles, fires and destruction. James sat down directly across from the stairwell door and waited. 

“Life is too short, and it’s time I got over her and realized what an ass I’m being to a friend.” James wiped a tear from his eye and laughed, knowing that if Rick saw him like this he’d ride him incessantly. He wouldn’t blame him. On the other hand, if Rick found out why he was crying he’d likely punch him out. Rick didn’t seem like the jealous type, although admitting ‘hey, I fucked your wife in the Bahamas’ was more than being caught staring at her great ass. 

She did have a great ass, James thought. “Stop it, you bastard! That’s Rick’s wife. Rick’s totally hot wife that you had sex with…” 

He went quietly to the door and put an ear to it, but it was either too thick to hear through or there was nothing on the other side. He was getting restless. The sounds below weren’t getting any better and he didn’t relish the thought of spending the night in the cold on the roof. 

With nothing to do and no food, drink or extra clothing, he decided to pace around the roof and see if there was perhaps an opening somewhere below. Maybe an open window on the floor below so he could raid a vending machine or check the nurse’s desk for candy. They always had candy. He didn’t want to get too far in case Tori and Rick were coming. 

The rear, northernmost corner of the hospital had a fenced in area below and a metal ladder that went straight to the ground, passing several windows. James decided he could climb down, testing each opening, and try to sneak in and out of the floors. It sounded like a plan to him.

He had one foot on the first rung when his cell phone rang. He smiled when he saw it was from Tori’s phone. “Hello?” he said, trying to sound serious instead of excited to hear her voice again. 

“Rick’s been bit.”

James was stunned at first. “Again?” he finally said.

“Again? He said his hand was bitten when you two went into the room where Betty was.”

“Yeah, I knew that.” It was all he could say. ‘I love you’ was on the tip of his tongue but he didn’t know if Rick was within earshot.

“He’s turning into one of those things,” Tori said frantically. 

“Where is he now? Get away from him.” James smiled, despite the seriousness of his friend becoming one of these things. “Come to the roof.”

“I can’t, there are too many of them.”

“Where’s Rick?”

“Well, here’s the problem… I told him about us, I told him everything.”

James was a mix of emotions and they cycled through his head at such a fast rate  he was getting a migraine. “What did he say?”

The line was quiet and James thought Tori had hung up. 

“Hello?” he finally said.

“He was pissed. He said he’d kill you, James. He said he’d rip you apart.”

“Shit.”

“Yeah, and then as he was screaming his eyes turned all milky and he stiffened. I thought he was going to kill me, but instead he left the room.”

“Where is he now?”

“I don’t know. He was heading back up the stairs. I don’t know where he was going”

James turned as he heard the shuffle of dead feet behind him. 

“I know where he is. I love you.” James hung up the phone and closed his eyes.









And In the Beginning

By Anastasia Wraight

 

Each step was a struggle. One foot, pause, and then the next. He made his way up the stairs of the old church at a snail’s pace, begging his body to keep moving. He paused to cough, a deep cough that tore through his lungs. He spat bloody phlegm on the cement and entered the church. He paused to light a candle and bent his head in prayer. 

“A lot of good prayer will do now.” He blew out the match.

He turned and walked down the aisle, his hand seizing every pew to steady himself. He pulled a tissue out of his pocket and began to hack again. People turned from their prayers and stared at him, recoiling in their germaphobic habits. One woman instinctively held a handkerchief to her face. As if the flimsy clothe could protect her.

He collapsed to his knees, the cough wracking his body. He tried to breathe, but the red mucus thickened in his throat. A murmur of commotion stirred among the silent congregation. A priest rushed forward and helped him to a sitting position. He heard a call for water and then the priest wiped the blood from his face. He opened his eyes but squinted quickly against the light, the corners of his eyes darkening until he could no longer see. He sneezed, spewing a scarlet mess across the priest’s vestment. A cold hand caressed his cheek and a muffled voice told him everything would be okay. Then he heard it echo from the choir balcony: a cough. 

 

It had started out so small, seemed so innocent. Marcus had met his partner Brent and daughter Ronnie at the main hospital campus. It was routine, Dr. Gilmore, head of the research department, had assured them. Ronnie's blood tests the past few weeks had shown strong signs of improvement. Too soon to call it a cure, but things were looking good, he had said. Only a couple more weeks of treatments, evaluation of the results, and then they would be able to say for sure.

Marcus winced as the nurse pierced Ronnie's shoulder with the needle. Fatherly instinct made him want to protect her from everything, even something so small as a needle. He had to remind himself, though, that the injections were doing her good. She wasn't as sick; her iron levels were up. She could run and skip and play with the other kids. She hadn't done that in almost two years. Hell, she was alive. The research team had given them hope. He just had to steel himself for a couple of more shots. 

An hour later, as they impatiently waited for results, Ronnie had resumed her coughing. “What do you say to a hot chocolate?” Marcus offered, knowing it would probably do little to soothe her throat.

“With baby marshmallows?” She whispered, her voice rasping. 

“Of course.” She had him wrapped a few times around her pinkie.  “You two okay here? I’ll only be a minute.”

Brent nodded as he adjusted the blankets around Ronnie. “We’ll be okay.”

“Want anything?”

“Nah, I’m fine.”

He left her with Brent and walked over to the nurse’s station. After a set of confusing directions, he finally figured out where the cafeteria was located. He made his way to an old vending machine and gave it a good once over. It looked like an antique; he wasn’t sure he knew how to use it. He fished in his pocket and pulled out a couple dollars’ worth of change. He pressed buttons and then, a moment later, pulled out a steaming Styrofoam cup of hot chocolate, which spilled slightly onto his hand. He cursed under his breath and wiped the drink on his jeans. No marshmallows. He hoped she wouldn’t notice. He returned to the elevator and jabbed the buttons, counting each ping until he was back to Ronnie’s floor.

 

The cough hadn’t subsided and, in the following hour, became much worse. Marcus watched as the cough doubled Ronnie’s tiny body over, shaking her and threatening to snap her in half. He tried to offer her supper. May have been hospital food, but it would've done her some good. She had refused, lying on the waiting room couch with her eyes screwed tightly shut. She complained of a headache, said it felt like a hammer crashing against her skull. 

Brent called over one of the research nurses to take a look at Ronnie. The nurse took the small girl’s temperature and blood pressure. She had a fever, 106. Her heart rate was accelerating. The nurse faked a confident smile and told them everything was fine. She pressed her cold palm to the girl's cheek and told her to lie still for a while. One of the doctors would be in soon to see her.

Marcus leaned over his frail daughter and kissed her burning forehead softly. She looked so weak, the fever ravished her tiny body. Her skin tried desperately to cool her, sweat soaking through her favorite sparkly Hannah Montana t-shirt. Her eyes, the vessels around the pupil black and thickened, opened occasionally, only to squeeze shot against the light the next second. He brushed her hair back away from her pallid face. He wished he could trade places with her, to be sick instead of her.

“Daddy?” The whisper barely escaped her chapped lips.

“I’m here.” He tucked away a stray lock of hair behind her ear. “I’m here.”

“Water?”

“Yeah, no problem.” He reached into the bag he had packed and pulled out a bottle of water.

“She’s going to want something colder than that,” a friendly voice came from the doorway.

Marcus turned to see Brent walking into the room with a cup filled with ice chips. He pulled a chair up to Ronnie’s bedside and set the cup on the bedside table. “Here, sweetie. Sit up a little.” He helped her sit up and adjusted the pillows behind her back.

Marcus picked up a couple of chips and gently ran it along the back of her neck and forehead as Brent lifted the cup to her lips. She struggled to swallow the melting water. 

"Any better?" 

"No." She slumped back against the bed and pulled her pillow over her face. 

She started coughing again, a phlegmy, wet cough that refused to break up. She struggled to catch her breath. Marcus pulled the pillow from her to give her air. He grabbed a tissue and held it to her mouth as mucus started to come up. He stroked her hair, tears coming to his eyes to see his daughter suffering. As he started to wad up the tissue, he noticed the blood. 

“Shit,” he muttered under his breath. Brent elbowed him sharply in the ribs and motioned to keep quiet, though he looked just as concerned.

The doctor walked in, his attention buried in the charts he was reading, “So, Ms. Veronica Sinclair. How are we feeling today?”

He looked young, too young to be a doctor. Sensing Marcus’s distress, Brent took his hand in his, lacing their fingers together as he tried to comfort his partner.

“Not good,” Ronnie whispered before having another hacking fit.

“You’re not her usual doctor.”

“No, I’m Dr. Reyes. Dr. Gilmore isn’t available at the moment.”

Marcus sat down on the bed beside his daughter and pulled her into his arms. She snuggled up against him and buried her face in his chest. He could feel the heat of her fever radiate through his t-shirt. He ran his fingers through her curls, straightening out the sweaty, tangled mess as best he could. Crimson tears trickled down her cheek. He tried to keep a brave face as he wiped them away. He knew she was scared. Hell, he was scared.

"So, doctor. Any ideas? I mean, should we be concerned?" Brent rubbed his forehead. 

“Well, it’s not necessarily anything, but it is something to take seriously. We’ll run some tests and see where we stand then.”

“They’ve done tests. Needles…and they just…I mean, how much more do you need to do?”

“There will be chest X-rays, maybe coagulation arterial blood gas, pulse oximetry. We need to run tests to determine what’s going on. Has she had any chest injuries lately? Been exposed to anyone with similar symptoms?”

“No, nothing. I mean, not that we know of. I mean…”

"Have any of the other test patients had the same kind of symptoms?" Marcus looked up at the doctor.

Dr. Reyes continued talking as if he hadn’t heard Marcus. “I’ll send a nurse in here to prep Veronica for the tests. You can sit in the waiting room while we get the results. We will do everything we can.”

A thousand questions flooded into Marcus’s mind as the doctor nodded and left the room. How could coughing up blood be anything but serious? The nurse soon walked in and ushered the fathers out. Marcus kissed his daughter and then leaned heavily on Brent as they walked, his heart racing and nerves twisting his stomach.

It was taking forever. Marcus sat uncomfortably in the flat-cushioned waiting room chair, shifting his weight awkwardly. He stared at the pale blue on the walls and counted spots of missing paint. His fingers tapped nervously on the arm of the chair. How long were these tests going to take?

Brent took his hand and squeezed it reassuringly, “I’m sure it’s nothing bad. I’m sure she’ll be okay.”

“How can you know? She’s burnin’ up and… she…she’s just a little girl. This isn’t fair.”

“No, it’s not.” He turned his head away and coughed softly into his sleeve. “But she’s also a stubborn little girl, much like her dad. She won’t give up easily.”

He nodded but wasn’t sure he believed him. Brent wrapped his arm around Marcus’s shoulders and hugged him, smiling up at him with those big brown eyes that made him melt every time. In some small way, the gesture nearly made Marcus feel confident. Maybe everything would be okay. 

With the moans and sobs of the sick and abandoned around the room, a gloom fell over him once more and the confidence passed. Reminded again of the dire situation they were in, his eyes returned to the fading blue paint. Vintage floral trim ran around the entire room, ugly orange roses and yellow daisies. How many people stared vacantly at these same walls, hoping and praying for the best while knowing only the worst would occur? How many had sat holding tense, cold hands in agonizing anticipation? How had they stood this?

Around the room, sterility fought with dirty in an endless battle. He had never understood the point of the monumental effort everyone put into the antibacterial craze. The nurse at the reception desk dutifully wiped down her station with disinfectant. She coughed onto her sleeve, spewing germs across the recently clean area. Off to his side, one of the maintenance staff pushed around an old mop, water from his yellow bucket sloshing chemicals to the floor. The acrid smell stung Marcus’s nostrils.

“Maybe we should go shopping.” Brent broke the silence.

“Shopping?” Marcus glared at him. “You’re thinking about shopping right now? Really?”

“Yeah, I was thinking about getting Ronnie a big teddy bear or something.”

“She hates bears.” He massaged his temples, a thumping headache having set up residence.

“Well, you think of something, then. I just wanted to make her smile.” He leaned back in the chair and folded his arms across his chest. 

“Sorry.” He leaned forward and rubbed his eyelids. “Didn’t mean to snap.”

A nurse walked into the waiting area and exchanged words with the nurse at reception, who pointed at Marcus and Brent. He approached them with a practiced gait meant to give off confidence and reassurance. He wore navy blue smocks with a white tee underneath and orthopedic trainers, not fashionable but comfortable enough for the impossibly long hours. He looked half-tired already, probably nearing the end of his shift.

“You Veronica Sinclair’s father?” He looked unsure of whom to ask.

“We both are, yes.” Brent kept Marcus’s hand securely in his.

“Ah, yes, well.” He hesitated for a moment, looking them over before clearing his throat. “We are all done with the tests…”

“So what’s wrong? Is she okay?” Marcus could feel his body tremble.

“It’ll take some time for the results to come in. The blood work should be done relatively quickly, as well as the X-rays. Some of the other test results, though, won’t be ready before the week is up.”

“Can we see her at least?”

“Sure, I can take you to her. We moved her to the children’s…” he paused to cough into the crook of his sleeve. “Sorry, pardon me. She’s up in the children’s ward. She will be a lot more comfortable there. I can take you to her, but she’s asleep right now. The tests took a lot out of her.”

“Please.”

The nurse led them to the elevator on the other side of the waiting area. Marcus and Brent followed him in and stood slightly behind him, listening to the ping of each floor passing. Marcus sighed uneasily as the doors opened to the children’s ward. Same blue walls as downstairs in the waiting room, but these were painted with vibrant rainbows and sunshines, happy images meant to make the kids more optimistic.

Marcus couldn’t help but peek in through the open doors as they walked down the “SecretGarden” hallway. One boy lay rigidly still on a bed, his skin badly burned and a mask over his face providing his body oxygen. One girl was sitting up in her bed, coloring on her tray and listening to some popular children’s program on the television. In the next room, a little girl was resting against her pillow, watching cartoons. She had a pink cap over her bald head, hiding the effects of her treatments. She smiled at him as he came into her view and waved. He smiled sympathetically and gave her a wave back. 

They stopped at an emerald door with stenciled flowers painted around the window. Marcus peered through at his little daughter. She was sound asleep but continued coughing. Drops of blood dribbled down from the corner of her mouth and nose. Had her nose been bleeding before? He pressed his brow against the cool glass as the nurse and Brent discussed Veronica’s condition. 

The nurse started coughing again, his body doubling over as he tried to control himself. Brent grabbed the man’s shoulders and pulled a tissue from his pocket. The nurse accepted and covered his mouth, his face turning purple as he struggled for breath. Marcus looked away from the window and turned his attention to the nurse as he wiped crimson dribble from his mouth. 

“Thanks,” the nurse whispered, his voice hoarse. “I must be coming down with something.”

“Yeah,” Marcus eyed him suspiciously. “Need some water?”

He shook his head, “I’ll be all right.”

He excused himself, leaving them outside Ronnie’s door. Marcus put his hand on the doorknob and took a deep breath before walking in. His heart stopped. There was a tube connected to her throat, feeding her body oxygen. An IV line supplied the replacement fluids she had lost. He touched her cheek softly; her feverish heat now seemed almost dead cold. He rubbed her arm, trying to transfer some of his warmth to her. 

A strong hand squeezed his shoulder, “She’ll be okay. The doctors will take good care of her. We’ll have her home and complaining at us for making her clean her room in no time.”

“I hope so.” He placed his palm flat on her forehead. “She’s cold.”

“Cold?
Her fever down already? That could be a good sign…” Brent paused as he felt her cheek. “Does that seem…”

“Too cold? Yes.” He leaned an ear down to listen for her breath. 

“Something’s wrong.”

Ronnie didn’t cough. The life seeped from her, dripping steadily from ears as well as her nose and stained the pillow under her soft curls a tie-dye crimson. She was still and cold. Marcus took a step back, the color draining from his face. He tripped into the chair beside her bed, nearly knocking it over. Brent touched her wrist and then the vein by her neck, searching for a pulse. Marcus knew he would find none. 

“She…he said she was okay…” Marcus felt like he was about to crumple. He stepped into the hallway and shouted as loud as he could, tears catching in his throat. “Nurse!
Somebody!”

He saw someone in scrubs slumped against the wall a few doors down. He jogged over and knelt beside the nurse, the same man who had brought them to Ronnie. Marcus checked for a pulse and felt the intense heat emanating from the man’s body. He had to be well over 100 degrees by now, cooking from the inside. At a loss for how to wake him, he slapped the man’s face to stir him awake. He woke with a start and choked on the bile and blood that had settled in his throat. 

“You all right?” He helped the man try to stand. 

“Wh…what happened?” he blinked. “I can’t see.”

He blinked rapidly as if trying to clear his vision, but then closed them tightly against the light. Marcus just caught a glimpse of the dark color of his eyes. The vessels were black and thick, just like Ronnie’s had been. 

“You passed out.” He held the man until he had steadied himself. “We need a doctor. Now! Where…?”

A chair crashed in Ronnie’s room. Marcus stood up quickly as a loud, hacking choke sound came from Ronnie’s room. He ran through the door to find Brent on his hands and knees. He turned up the chair and pulled Brent into it. 

“Hey! You all right?” He pushed Brent’s hair out of his face.

“Yeah…yeah.” He leaned over the arm of the chair and vomited onto Marcus’s shoes. “Sorry.”

He grimaced a little at the smell, but focused on Brent. “Sssh. Don’t worry about it. We’ll get it cleaned up.”

“Ronnie. Is she?”

He fought back the tears and nodded. Marcus wrapped his arms around his love and buried his face against his chest. He felt a heavy sigh and slight sob, and Marcus knew he was giving up trying to be the strong one. The act didn’t matter anymore, not now that she was gone.

As Marcus glanced over at their daughter, his blood froze. She was gone. He pulled away from Brent and bolted to the bed, searching the bed sheets futilely. He ran to the door and looked both ways down the hallway. Where had she gone? How had she gone? She was dead!

“Brent! It’s Ronnie!” He shook Brent, who had closed his eyes and whose head sagged slightly. “She’s not here. Did you see her go? Did anyone come in while I was in the hall?”

Brent didn’t stir.

“Answer me!”

Marcus pressed his fingers to the veins in Brent’s neck and searched for a pulse. Nothing. He was cold and clammy, as if he had been gone for more than just a moment. Marcus fell back against the floor and stared at his partner, lifeless. 

“This cannot be happening. God, let it be a nightmare,” he silently prayed. 

He closed his eyes tightly. He pulled his knees up to his chest and buried his face in his arms. He took deep breaths and tried to calm himself. He had to get help.

A shuffling sound startled him. He lifted his head and felt his heart stop. The chair was empty. “Brent?”

A scream echoed in the hallway, startling him back to reality. He grabbed the frame of the bed and pulled himself up. Without thinking, he ran down the hallway to the children’s reception desk. The nurse was doubled over and clutched her stomach. Bloody vomit dripped from her lips. As Marcus ran around the side of the desk, he saw her body collapse; the life flew from her eyes. He backed away slowly, trying to wrap his mind around what was happening.

He frantically searched the children’s ward for others affected. The small girl with her pink cap was sprawled across her bed; the sweet smile gone. The cartoons played quietly in the background. He stepped over a fallen nurse to check the next room. The burned boy’s oxygen system clicked, but his chest no longer rose. The last child lay slumped over her coloring tray, a crayon still in her tiny hand. His heart broke as each bed he checked had a cold body. The disease was spreading faster.

A blur caught his eye.

He spun around suddenly. He thought he saw the locks of his daughter’s hair bounce into the stairwell. He ran down the hallway to where he thought he had seen her and shoved the door open. He looked down the stairs, but saw nothing. Then he heard her laughter from above him and. He rushed up, taking the steps two at a time. 

“Ronnie! Ronnie, wait, honey!” He pushed open the door to a research floor labeled Children’s Research Facility.

The research floor looked like a whole new hospital. Everything seemed too sterile. The walls were the whitest white he had ever seen. He suddenly felt filthy, covered in bloody bile and vomit. He entered the first room he came to, which could not have been more different. The room was lined with beds, each one surrounded by a clear plastic bubble smeared with vermillion grime. Marcus knew all the patients lying quietly in their bubbles were dead without checking. The whole room felt lifeless.

A shiver travelled up his spine and he searched for his daughter’s blurry figure again. He saw a shadow disappear at the end of the room and he quickly followed. He was met abruptly with a door to a glass office. The nameplate read Dr. Gilmore, Ronnie’s primary caregiver in the research program. He turned the handle to the office and stepped in. 

Dr. Gilmore lay half draped across his desk.

“Sir?” Marcus approached him cautiously, unsure if the man was alive or not.

Gilmore started to cough and startled him. He looked up at Marcus through bleary eyes. “Mr. Sinclair?”

“Yeah, it’s me.” He rushed over to the man. “Are you okay?”

“No.” He vomited into the waste bin next to his desk. “How is your daughter? Is she okay?”

“I don’t know,” he whispered. “I can’t catch her.”

Horror flashed over across the doctor’s eyes. “What do you mean?”

“I wish I knew.” He glanced down at the papers spread across the desk. One paper in particular caught his eye, the mortality rate of the experiments. “Have they all died?”

“Yes. No. I think so.” Gilmore opened a drawer and pulled out a bottle of whiskey. He took a big swig and then offered it to Marcus, who refused. “It started today. They all started coughing up blood. And their eyes…”

“Yeah, Ronnie too.” He paused to choose his words carefully. “What did you give them?”

“A virus of sorts. It was meant to attack and kill the cancer cells. It worked for most patients at first. Ronnie…she was my most promising patient, but…”

“What happened? What went wrong?”

“I don’t know, but…here we are. I’m going to lose my job, and I have to explain to all the families that their children did not survive the research project.”

“There’s more to it.”

“Oh?” He rested his head on his arms across the desk.

“That virus.”

“What about it?”

“It’s contagious, and it seems to be moving faster. People downstairs are being affected by it. The entire children’s ward is dead, nurses and kids included. It’s probably working its way down to the main floor.”

“Nature is difficult to cont…control sometimes.”  He groaned before losing his voice in a coughing fit. He spat a large chunk of phlegm to the floor and gaped at it; it was flesh, not blood. “I think I have it too.”

Marcus backed away, suddenly as afraid of germs as the nurse at her front desk had been. He wanted to escape, but it seemed Dr. Gilmore had something left to say. The doctor stood up from behind his desk and walked to the door. He placed a weary, bloody hand on the glass with a pained look of apology in his blackening eyes. Without a word, his body fell forward and slid down the door.

Marcus cried out and leapt back from the door. Ronnie caught his eye again as he turned away, a feeble hand clamped over his mouth. He followed her out of the office, leaving the deceased doctor on his own. She stopped near the stairwell and turned to face him. His eyes remained fixed on her. He couldn’t understand how she was standing now. Yet, he found he didn’t care. He ran over and embraced her and kissed her. His heart seized in his chest as his lips touched her forehead. She was still ice cold. He looked into her eyes. They were glazed over and cloudy, the bloodshot veins thick and black. Somehow he knew she was still dead. 

She reached up a hand to touch his face gently. He smiled and chuckled through the tears streaming down his face. The peaceful, blank look on her face at once faded and she jerked forward at him. Her soft hands turned to claws. Before he could pull away, she bit into his neck. He shoved her away And fell backwards. He got himself up to his feet and watched her. She looked hungry, as odd as the idea sounded in his head.

Marcus stepped backwards and crashed into one of the beds. Its inhabitant sat up and clawed at the plastic bubble. He screamed out for help, but no one came. Soon all of the patients, all whom he had presumed dead, jolted to life and started to tear through the linings around their beds.

He wanted to run, but the loss of blood in his neck made him feel weak. He collapsed to the floor. His daughter’s shadow fell across him as his sight darkened. 

 

He woke up a couple of hours later. The bubbles were all torn open, but no one sat in the beds. He looked around frantically for Ronnie. She too was gone. He stood up quickly, his head was still faint. He coughed, just a light but damp cough. The research floor was dark and silent. He went to the stairwell and slowly descended the stairs. At each floor, he peered into the hall and listened for anything. Only the buzz of halogen lights and the occasional click or beep of a biomedical machine echoed back to him.

He continued down and then pushed the emergency exit open, stepping out into the fresh air. He crossed the street to the brick Catholic church. Each step was a struggle. One foot, pause, and then the next. He collapsed in the middle of the aisle and the priest rushed to his aid. He fanned Marcus’s face to try to cool him as he yelled out for help. In the background, he heard a chorus of coughs echo from the choir balcony and through the pews. 

“Sir?
Sir? Hang on. The ambulance is on its way.” The priest shook him. 

A woman touched him and shook her head. “He’s gone.”

They all crossed themselves and muttered prayers as the priest began a shaky last rites. As he whispered the close, “Amen,” Marcus’s eyes popped open, now dark and glazed over. He lurched for the holy man and sank his teeth into his neck as the ambulance pulled up at the front of the church.









TO WALK THE HALLS

By Rebecca Besser

 

Cameron Gather lay on a narrow bed in a little room off the main emergency room ward at Saint Helen’s Hospital, absently rubbing her bulging stomach, waiting for the doctor to examine her. She stared up at the ceiling, breathing slowly like they’d taught in her birthing classes; focusing on the florescent bulb – which was blinking slightly – kept her mind off of the fact that she was in labor a month early. Fear raged in her mind every time she heard a sound outside the closed door and her concentration slipped. It had already been a long night and she was tired, and she knew there was more stress to come.

The door clicked open and Cameron jumped and turned to see her husband, Joe, entering the room holding papers and tucking his wallet into the back pocket of his jeans; he looked at her and smiled.

“All set,” he said, pulling the utilitarian plastic chair from the corner closer to the bed and his wife’s side. “Has the doctor been in yet?”

She shook her head no and tears sprang to her eyes. Turning her head, she again focused on the ceiling and the light.

He laid the papers on the floor between his feet, took her free hand in one of his, and placed his other hand on her stomach, rubbing gently.

“Everything’s going to be okay, honey,” Joe said, trying to be reassuring, but he was scared too. His heart was racing, his thoughts were jumbled, and he felt helpless. The fear of losing the woman he loved and/or their child made him want to fall on his knees and cry, while simultaneously he wanted to punch both his fists through the wall and scream at the top of his lungs.

They stayed this way for many long minutes, each lost in their own thoughts, afraid to voice them and jinx the situation. Hollering, ranting, and swearing could be heard through the closed door. The ER was flooded with people seeking various types of medical attention, but they’d been placed in a secluded room to try and keep Cameron calm while they waited for a doctor to decide what was going on with her pregnancy and their unborn child.

The door clicked open and Cameron and Joe jumped, their attention immediately going to the door; the raised volume of the commotion beyond the opening shocked them. A man in a white lab coat and blue-green scrubs walked through the door holding a chart. He was middle aged, slightly overweight, and starting to go bald. He glanced up at the couple and let the door go shut on its own behind him; none of them noticed that it hadn’t latched.

“I’m Dr. Limon, and I’ll be taking care of you tonight. You’re doctor, Dr....er...Fontana, is on vacation for a couple of days and I’m covering his patients while he’s away. Luckily, I was upstairs checking on a woman in active labor, so here I am. It says here you’ve been having contraction. Is that right, Mrs. Gather?” he asked, stepping up beside her and smiling down into her troubled face.

She nodded and bit her lip, still caressing her stomach.

“Have you been timing them?” Dr. Limon asked, looking back at the chart he held.

“They were ten minutes apart,” Joe said after clearing his throat. “But she said they were bad, and it’s too soon, so we thought it best to come and get everything checked out.”

“You did the right thing,” the doctor said and smiled at the couple. “We’ll make sure everything’s okay. You’re far enough along that the baby has a good chance even if you’re in pre-term labor, so I don’t want you two to worry, all right?”

The couple smiled, nodded, and took a deep breath in unison; everything was going to be fine after all.

After a brief examination the doctor decided they would keep Cameron overnight for observation as she was still having severe, but erratic cramps. He was standing at the counter writing his instructions on her chart when the door to the small room flew open and a man came stumbling in. Blood covered the man from head to toe and he slipped a little on the smooth tile floor when some dripped off of his face and clothing to land beneath his feet as he advanced forward. Everyone in the room looked up when he entered, but they were rendered speechless and immobile for a moment with shock.

The man made it to the foot of the bed Cameron lay upon and swiftly bent down and bit into her ankle.

She screamed.

“Get off my wife, you fucker!” Joe screamed and jumped up, almost slipping and falling on the papers at his feet. He punched the man in the head, sending him reeling backwards into the doctor when he released Cameron’s ankle.

Dr. Limon lost his footing on the blood slicked floor, fell back against the counter, and managed to stay standing by grabbing onto the slightly open door handle. With difficulty, he remained standing, but barely.

The man moaned, turned, and bit at the doctor, catching his hand between his teeth as the medical professional tried to defend himself.

An ambulance team came rushing in and tackled the strange, biting man, slamming him into the far wall.

“What the hell is going on?” Dr. Limon yelled over the din. “That man just bit a pregnant woman and me!”

“Sorry,” one of the ambulance workers huffed out. “We just picked this guy up and don’t know what’s going on with him yet. Someone saw him stumbling down the street and called 9-1-1. We picked him up and he was fine. On the way here he flat lined and then came back – all on his own. He became more aggressive after that and we’ve been having trouble subduing him.”

“Well, get him out of here!” Dr. Limon yelled, holding his hand and applying pressure to the wound. “Now I have to do a blood work up on this poor woman because of your incompetence! If I find anything, I’ll have you both under review! Is that understood?”

The team nodded and they dragged the deranged man out the door and back into the hall where his moans and groans blended in with all the others.

Joe was leaning over Cameron, who was now sobbing uncontrollably, scared that the man had infected her somehow, especially being covered in blood.

“I’m terribly sorry about that,” Dr. Limon said, rushing forward. “Don’t you fret about anything. I’ll have someone look at the ankle and do a full blood panel, and make sure you’re all right.” He held up his hand and half grinned, trying to make light of the situation and calm the couple down. “Heck, I’ll be doing one on myself too. We’re in the same boat here.”

Joe just looked at the doctor, but Cameron giggled a little through her tears, grasping at anything that would take her mind off her fears.

“I’ll get a nurse in here stat to bandage you,” he said, heading for the door. “I can’t do it because of my damn hand.”

Minutes later a nurse rushed in looking frazzled and worn down.

“I’m here to take care of your ankle,” she said with a friendly smile. “Then we’ll take you up to maternity and away from this madhouse.”

Without much chitchat, since no one was in the mood, she bandaged the ankle and prepared the bed and Cameron for her move upstairs.

Joe was hoping they would see the asshole who’d bitten his wife in the hall, because he planned on punching him again, but had no such luck. The nurse took them down a hall away from the ER and the other patients.

The elevator ride was uneventful. The only sound was the hum of the machinery and the nurse talking quietly to Cameron, talking about her experiences with pregnancy and asking about baby names. The focus on the positive seemed to help and soon Cameron’s tears dried up and she was smiling a little, which pleased him and made him forget about the crazy man downstairs.

The maternity ward was quiet and continued to bring calm to the couple as Cameron was helped into a hospital gown and hooked up to a device to monitor the baby and her contractions.

“Try to get some sleep after your blood is drawn,” the nurse said to Cameron with a smile. “You’ll need all your strength to have that baby, if he does decide he wants to be born early.”

Cameron laughed, and Joe smiled genuinely for the first time since they’d arrived at the hospital upon hearing the happy sound.

“I will,” Cameron said, and laid her head back and closed her eyes as the nurse left the room.

Joe stepped over and took his wife’s hand.

She opened her eyes and smiled up at him, squeezing reassuringly before closing her eyes again.

A short time later, a young woman with a tray of empty glass vials came in and drew blood from Cameron’s arm. She’d been half asleep and it didn’t take her long to fall completely into slumber when the woman was done.

Noticing that Cameron was resting peacefully, Joe sat in the semi-comfortable chair provided for fathers, beside the bed, and soon fell asleep as well; stress and the events of the evening had drained his energy.

* * *

An hour later. . .

“Dr. Limon?” Nurse Dalton asked as he came out of the delivery room one, where a woman was almost ready to deliver her baby. “Are you okay? You look like you don’t feel well. . .”

He shook his head and strained to focus on the woman. “I’m a little dizzy. I’m going to go lay down in the doctor’s lounge. Let me know when Mrs. Straight is ready to have the baby. From the looks of things, it might be a half hour or so.”

“Okay,” she said, frowning as he flexed his injured hand that was encased in a bandage and a latex glove. “Is your hand bothering you? Do you want me to get you something for the pain?”

“No,” he said, smiling gently at her concern. “I’m all right. I think I just need rest.”

Nurse Dalton nodded. “Get some sleep. I’ll page you if anything changes.”

He nodded and trudged off down the hall. Once he knew no one was watching, he shuffled close to the wall and held on to the railing attached half way up for patients who had trouble walking and let it guide him. Truth be told, he felt like crap. He was seeing double and was having a hard time staying on his feet. Upon entering the doctor’s lounge, he stumbled and fell face down on the floor. His breathing slowed and his heart stuttered to a stop.

* * *

Joe awoke to the sound of deep moans coming from his wife. She was thrashing around on the bed, tottering like she was trying to get up but couldn’t; the front of her gown was soaked in blood.

“Honey!” he exclaimed, jumping up out of the chair. “Calm down! You’re gonna fall and hurt yourself or the baby!”

He reached toward the bed to hit the button that would call the nurse. Not wanting to excite or scare Cameron, he didn’t mention the blood that seemed to be running freely from her body. His hand shook and he fumbled to find the button he needed to press for assistance.

She froze at the sound of his voice and her head whipped around to look at him. Cameron hissed and snapped her teeth close to his hand, trying to bite it; he snatched it back just in time, but before he was able to find and press the nurse button.

In the dim light of the room he could see the menacing snarl on her face and the vacant look in her eyes. But that wasn’t what made his blood run cold or caused the lump of fear to rise and block his throat. The front of her hospital gown tore open while he watched and a small hand with sharp claws pried at the opening, making it larger.

“What the fuck?!” he screamed and backed away slowly, shaking his head, hoping he was having a nightmare and none of this was real.

Cameron hissed again and tried with renewed effort to get out of the bed, finally toppling to the floor on the far side of the room. Moments after she fell, Joe heard a wet plop as their child or whatever the hell the thing was now, wiggled its way free of its host’s body. The stench of the amniotic fluid permeated the air as it spilled across the linoleum with a gush.

Joe covered his nose and gagged, flinching away as his wife stood and came stumbling around the bed with her arms outstretched and her jaw falling open and snapping shut with eager anticipation of her upcoming meal. Her fingers were curled into sharp-tipped claws, ready to sink into his flesh and tear him apart. Stepping back out of her reach, his foot bumped the leg of the chair he’d been sleeping in only moments ago, and he fell, sprawling onto the hard floor.

She groaned and licked her parched lips, but just as she was about to reach him, the umbilical cord, still attached to the child, got caught on the corner of the bed and she slipped on the wet flooring, going down on her face with a loud smack; she screeched angrily because she couldn’t reach her prize. Desperately, she clawed in front of herself and kicked her feet, looking like a swimmer stuck on dry land, going nowhere. Every time she tried to get up onto her knees, and then to stand, she slipped in the thick fluid covering the floor and fell again, angering herself even more.

Joe watched her in shock. His brain struggled to understand what had happened to the woman he’d been married to for years. He was still trying to wrap his mind around what she’d become when a movement under the bed caught his attention. Little eyes peered out at him as a mutant looking baby struggled to crawl toward him. It hissed and whined when it too became stuck on the umbilical cord attached to its stomach. With a growl of frustration, it flipped onto its back, kicked its legs and grabbed a hold of the cord, pulled it up to its mouth, and chewed violently at it. Blood shot into the air, bathing the bottom of the bed in dark, red fluid.

“Oh, God. . . Oh, God. . . Oh, God. . .” Joe whimpered repeatedly as he began to cry, finally realizing he wasn’t sleeping and everything was real; his wife and child had turned into blood thirsty monsters.

The baby, finally lose from the cord, half-crawled, half-flopped across the floor toward him. Its eyes seemed to glow in the dark; they were trained on Joe like a predator on its unsuspecting prey. Blood dripped from its mouth and teeth – teeth that looked like they’d be at home in the mouth of a large canine – to cover its hands and leave little prints in its wake on the floor, leaving a trail.

Joe shook his head, sobbing uncontrollably as his newborn son and his wife, who’d finally managed to scoot a couple of feet forward, reached him simultaneously, biting into his flesh, tearing at it with their teeth until he went silent, died, and awoke as one of them.

* * *

Meanwhile, in the doctor’s lounge. . .

Nurse Dalton stepped inside the lounge to find Dr. Limon passed out on the floor; she shook him and he responded with a groan. Content that he was awake, she said, “It’s time!” and dashed out into the hall and back to delivery room one, where Mrs. Straight was having her baby.

Sniffing loudly, he rose to his knees and used a nearby chair to lever himself to his feet. Moaning, he followed the warm blooded woman who’d just been in the room. He slapped at the door handle repeatedly until he managed to open the portal. He went out into the hall beyond and purred as her scent grew stronger. Shuffling down the hallway, he soon found his way to the delivery room.

“Good, you’re here,” Nurse Dalton said, barely looking up from the pregnant woman who was panting, laying on the bed the nurse was converting into a delivery table.

Not paying attention, he stumbled and almost fell, his butt accidentally landing on the rolling stool he normally sat on to deliver babies. It skidded across the floor until he was sitting between the pregnant woman’s legs. He groaned and leaned forward, breathing deeply of the fresh blood right in front of him.

“The doctor’s here,” Nurse Dalton said, “you can push now.”

A contraction hit and the woman pushed. The child slid out of her birth canal and into the waiting arms of the undead doctor. Pleased with his present, he took a bite. The baby screamed in pain, but the wail didn’t last long as Dr. Limon consumed its tender flesh.

The woman screamed, as did the nurse who fled the room to the nurse’s station, calling for security in the ER. The phone rang and rang, but there was no answer.

Panicking, Nurse Dalton didn’t know what to do. She slammed down the phone and spun in a circle. Through the open doorway she could see that Dr. Limon had finished consuming the baby and was now going to work in the woman lying in the bed; her screams echoed down the quiet halls before coming to an abrupt end.

Down the corridor, Nurse Dalton eyes caught movement. Looking more closely, she witnessed a family come stumbling out of the other occupied labor room, the one where the woman was under observation for the night. Blood covered both of the adults – one of which was carrying a small, wiggling bundle.

She watched as they stumbled down the hall toward her. Unsure of what to do, she glanced back at the doorway leading to where Dr. Limon had unleashed his hunger in an array of carnage. He stood in the doorway panting; the woman stood right behind him, having risen to walk the halls in search of new victims as well.

Thinking fast, Nurse Dalton thought about the quickest escape routes she could take. Spinning on her heel, she darted around the nurse’s station desk and headed down the far hallway. She knew it was the long way to the elevator, but it was the only way she could go without handing herself over to the walking dead. Moans and the slow slap of wet footfalls on the linoleum tiles alerted her to the fact that she was being pursued.

Increasing her pace, she ran along the corridor and slid sideways, and almost tumbled, when she tried to stop in front of the elevators. Pressing the little round button with a ‘down’ arrow, she shifted her weight from foot to foot, swaying uneasily while she waited. Nervously she glanced around her, hearing the monsters advancing closer. Fleetingly she thought about taking the stairs, thinking it would be faster than waiting for the elevator to arrive, but Dr. Limon and Mrs. Straight stumbled around the corner and blocked the hallway that would give her the quickest access to the stairwell. A thump sounded from close behind her and Nurse Dalton spun around and found the husband and wife from the observation room standing less than ten feet away. The noise, which had alerted her to the presence, had been the sound of the small, wiggling bundle being dropped to the floor; her eyes were drawn to it and her mouth fell open in a shocked gasp when she saw the baby who’d been loosely wrapped in a pillowcase.

The baby monster grinned up at her and Nurse Dalton whimpered and shuddered at the sight. The infant had dangerously pointed teeth, which were still stained with blood; it slowly half-crawled, half-flopped toward her.

She backed up, forgetting the duo to her right, who were still advancing toward her; the cool metal elevator door brought her to an abrupt stop. Shaking like a leaf, she shook her head and covered her mouth with her hand to muffle the sob that rose into her throat. Never in her life had she seen such a horror, such an abomination, as the mutant baby. She could tell it wasn’t like the adults; its skin was pristine and hadn’t been marred by bites or any other injury she could see.

All of the creatures were closing in on her, but she was still in a state of shock and was fixated on the strange, ferocious child. Innocence lurked in its eyes, but somewhere deep down she knew the innocence was being used as a ruse, a ploy, to trick her into thinking it wasn’t dangerous, that it wasn’t going to end her life.

Suddenly the elevator dinged and the doors slid open; Nurse Dalton fell backwards into the small, transportation box.

“What the. . .?” a man said as she practically fell into his arms as he tried to dart out; her falling body halted him.

She screamed as his hands gripped her, trying to keep they both on their feet. Spinning, she came face to face with a man who looked to be in his mid-thirties. Instantly she realized he wasn’t one of them.

Moaning and hissing in frustration over their main course suddenly escaping their grasp just as they’d reached her, the undead and abomination baby struggled to close the new gap of a couple extra feet to regain their advantage.

“Excuse me,” the man said, moving to step out of the elevator and into the corridor, “I need to find. . .” He froze at the site of the bloody, walking, growling crowd around the door. “. . .my wife.” The man finished speaking in an almost whisper, his eyes falling on Mrs. Straight, his wife. “Shit.”

Nurse Dalton grabbed the man who seemed to be paralyzed in the doorway and yanked him back just as his wife was about to sink her claws into him. She pressed the ‘close doors’ button and stepped back, beyond the reach of the arms that came darting through the gap of the closing elevator doors.

The man, seeming to suddenly snap out of the shock of finding his wife a blood thirsty mess, punched and kicked at the limbs reaching for them, clearing the gap so that the doors would shut and ensure them a measure of safety. Once they were closed he leaned against the back wall, crossed his arms, but lifted one of his hands up to pinch the bridge of his nose, closing his eyes. Expelling his breath in a long, low whoosh, he stayed that way for many tense moments, only moving when Nurse Dalton reached forward to press the button to go down to the ER. His arm shot out and his large, strong hand closed almost painfully around her wrist.

“No,” he growled.

“Look, we have to get down to the security desk, in the ER,” she snapped, tugging her arms away roughly. She didn’t think he would let go at first, but finally he released her.

“No,” he said again, watching her with a dazed expression on his face.

“Why not?” she asked, reaching forward, again, to press the button.

“I said no, damn it!” he roared and grabbed her wrist again, but not as tightly as before.

“Why the hell not?” she screamed back with tears running down her face – the fear, adrenaline, and confusion in her system finally overcoming her composure.

“Because I just came from down there and it was far worse than what you just escaped up here!” he hollered, clenching his fists at his sides.

“Oh,” Nurse Dalton whispered. “We can’t go down then. . .” She frowned, crossed her arms, and leaned back into the corner of the elevator, swiping at the tears running down her face with the back of her shaking hand.

“I guess we go up and hope for the best,” he said flatly, reaching forward and pressing the button for the top floor; the elevator jerked as it started in the direction it had been commanded to go.

She nodded and closed her eyes, fighting a battle within herself for control. All she really wanted to do was sit down and cry. The senseless agony being caused for no reason tore at her soul. She’d seen years of suffering, being a nurse,  and the only disease she could compare the events to was cancer. A ravenous disease that wanted to eat the good and turn it into the bad until the cells grew and killed the host. It caused suffering to people of all ages and wasted them away. What she was dealing with – what was around her – was the cancer of an outside nature, external to the body of life itself. It was death that sought the living, darkness more than willing to snuff out light. She groaned and sobbed, knowing that everything they could do would be futile. The disease, the death, was out of control. The face of the mutant baby swam before her tear filled eyes – a torturous memory forever imprinted on her brain – giving a gruesome face to everything about this evil, this plague.

In her distressed, thought filled state, she didn’t hear the man speaking to her, until he gently gripped her shoulder. She jumped and swung her arms up to protect herself.

“Calm down,” he said soothingly, “I’m not going to hurt you.” He stopped and swallowed a couple of times. “I just need to know. . .” He paused, looked up at the ceiling, swallowed hard again, and looked back at Nurse Dalton with determination. “I need to know what happened to my wife.” His voice cracked with grief on the word ‘wife’ as tears fell from his eyes and his jaw clenched. “What happened to our baby. . .”

Nurse Dalton took deep breaths and tried to focus on the man in front of her. Images of the baby sliding out of Mrs. Straight and into the arms of the undead Dr. Limon, flashed through her brain: the baby’s scream of pain and the abrupt halt to the sound of new life; the scream of the mother as she watched her child die; and the blood chilling sounds of the woman’s death as she too was eaten alive.

“Tell me,” Mr. Straight growled through clenched teeth, gripping both of her shoulders and shaking her. “I need to know!”

She whimpered and twisted, trying to break free of his grasp. “I can’t. . .”

“Yes, you can!” he screamed in her face, spraying her with saliva and tears.

Closing her eyes, she rushed through the facts as fast as she could, only opening them again when she felt Mr. Straight’s hands leave her body.

He slumped down against the far wall, covering his face with both hands; he wept. His body shook and he breathed in great, sobbing gasps as his grief for his lost wife and child overtook him.

The elevator emanated a resounding ding and the doors suddenly slid open to expose them to the top floor of the medical facility; all was quiet beyond the open door.

Nurse Dalton stepped forward, holding her hand against the door to keep it open. Slowly, she stepped out into the hall, careful not to move her hand in case someone or something tried to attack. She didn’t want to be sealed off alone.

“It looks clear,” she said, turning back to the man who had quieted somewhat, taking her eyes off the hallway.

A woman with no face growled and slammed into Nurse Dalton, knocking them both into the elevator.

Mr. Straight jumped up and tried to wrestle the undead woman off of Nurse Dalton; they slammed into the control panel as he did so, and their bodies pressed a couple of buttons for the lower floors.

Screaming, crying, and flailing, Nurse Dalton fought against her attacker as well. The blood thirsty beast roared, clawed, bit, and scratched as they tried to subdue her.

During the struggle they descended many floors where the elevator paused and the doors slid open. Luckily, no one else decided to join the elevator battle, until they reached the ground floor.

The doors opened with yet another ding, alerting all of the creatures milling around in the Emergency Room to turn and watch the struggle within the elevator. With moans, groans, and harsh squeals of glee, the undead descended upon the battling living.

Nurse Dalton saw them coming and wiggled her way over to the control panel. She pressed the ‘close doors’ button, but there were too many bodies pressed between the doors and they were struggling too hard with the faceless woman to defend their small ‘safe zone’.

Soon they were overwhelmed and the hungry creatures tore their limbs from their bodies, feasting on their flesh while they screamed. Soon, they too, joined the undead to walk the halls. . .









Skin and Bones

By Rebecca Snow

 

The ambulance lights flashed in the queue forming in front of the emergency room entrance. I could see the line of blinking vehicles stretch to the convenience store two blocks away. Being six floors up in the psych ward granted me a nice view of the sun setting over the city but hampered getting a good look at the details. Tiny people pushing gurneys wove through traffic trying to offload their passengers. The pavement was a madhouse, but the thick glass buffered most of the traffic clatter and horns. The scene reminded me of watching television after my father had gone to bed. I’d mute the sound and turn on the subtitles. For the tableau unfolding on the street, I could only guess at the dialog. 

“Susana,” Nurse Wilder said, pushing the door open with a rolling cart. “Time for dinner.”

I gagged as the scent of mystery meat filled my nostrils. 

“I’m not hungry.”

The woman lifted a tray and put it on the bedside table. The wooden legs trembled on the tile.

“If you don’t start eating, you’ll have to get a feeding tube.” Nurse Wilder lifted the metal lid from the meal and pulled the foil from a plastic container of Jell-O. “And I know you don’t want that.”

I curled my lip and crossed my arms. Everyone said I was thin enough, but they never saw the swaying flab on my thighs. If I could fast for another week, I might be able to lose the excess weight.

“I’d like to see them try.”

“Susana.” Nurse Wilder raised an eyebrow and lifted my chart. Scraping a fuchsia nail down a list of numbers, she stopped at the bottom. “Your last evaluation has you at seventy-eight pounds. Do you really think you could take Harold?”

An image of the six-foot-five orderly flashed into my head. He had played football in college but missed out on pro ball because of a bum knee. With a well-placed kick, I knew I could best him. I shook my head anyway.

“All right, then.” The nurse handed me a plastic spoon and returned to the wheeled cart. “I’ll be back in an hour. There’d better be a dent in that food.”

The door eased shut on its hydraulic hinge. I dug the spoon into the red gelatin and jiggled to make it wobble. Sliding my fuzzy-slippered feet across the floor to the bathroom, I turned on the hot water and let it run until it steamed up the mirror. I poked the spoonful of sugary dessert into the stream and watched it slide into the basin and dissolve. Two more bites followed the first before I returned the container to the tray. I peeled open the applesauce and poured half of it into the toilet bowl. I’d saved myself from fifty calories. Flushing, I watched as the clumps circled before disappearing into the pipes. When I stood, the room seemed to spin around me. I grabbed the wall for support but slid to the cold floor. After a moment, the spots cleared from my vision. I dragged myself back to the bed, sliced the meat chunk into bite-sized pieces, and pushed them around the plate. My next weigh in wasn’t until the next morning, so I wouldn’t get any grief from the nurse if it looked as though I’d eaten.

I returned to my post by the window. The line of flickering lights had lengthened, but something was different. Some of the gurneys were empty, and people were scattering. A few ran toward the hospital while others fled into the city. A small group swarmed a man that had fallen to his knees. I assumed they were helping him to his feet, but when they dispersed, the man was lying on his back covered in something dark. 

A siren wailed in the hallway. I shrieked as the door flew open. Nurse Wilder stepped into the room. The bun that had been fixed to the back of her head hung near her left ear. Bobby pins dangled from stray strands of her brown hair.

“Susana, stay in your room. They’re locking down the floor. When I know more, I’ll let you know what’s going on.”

“What’s happening? I saw…”

“Just stay in this room.”

The door clicked shut behind her as she left me alone. I turned back to the window and tried to breathe. My lungs didn’t seem able to take in enough air. My chest felt like it was being squeezed by a boa constrictor. Cold beads of sweat blossomed on my forehead. The bile in my stomach threatened to make an appearance. I had to get to the bathroom. When I tried to stand, I toppled to the floor.

“Help.” The word came out in a whisper. 

I must have passed out because the next thing I knew, Nurse Wilder was on her knees next to me with my wrist in her hand. She tumbled backwards when I moved.

“I…I though you were dead.” Inch by inch, she crab-crawled toward the door. “You didn’t have a pulse.”

I shook my head.

“I don’t think so,” I tried to say. My mouth felt like I’d been eating cotton. I sat up and rubbed my eyes with the heels of my hands.

Returning to my side, the woman tilted her head and squinted at me. She pressed two fingers under my chin and raised my face toward the light. I batted her hand away and fumbled to my knees. 

“Susana, are you all right?” She grasped my wrist and helped me to my feet. 

Once I stood, I brushed off her hand and nodded. Her skin was on fire. Glancing down, I saw her fingers hadn’t left a mark on me, but it felt like they’d singed through to the bone. I reached for the glass of water that had been left on the dinner tray. I knew it would add some weight, but I had to wet my lips. They felt as though I’d been eating sand. Anyway, I could work it off walking the halls.

Lifting the cup, I tilted it back spilling a mouthful down the front of my flannel pajama top. I retched. The water didn’t taste right. Not caring what the nurse thought of me, I let the water dribble from my lips.

“What’s wrong?” she asked. “You look even worse than usual. You’d better sit down.”

I coughed and dragged my sleeve across my face. I was hungry, but I wasn’t about to admit that fact to Nurse Wilder. After months of telling myself I didn’t want to eat, I found myself craving nourishment. Before I devoured the room temperature meal left on my dinner plate, I glanced down at my thighs. The hunger persisted, but the few pounds I still wanted to lose fought off the thought of food.

Returning to the window, the stool wobbled beneath me as I looked down onto the mayhem. People ran through the streets as if to find shelter. Several small fires had sprung up while I had been unconscious. A helicopter hovered in the distance. I looked back at Nurse Wilder as a body fell past the window. Tears filled her eyes, and she sobbed once before covering her mouth with her hand. 

“The world’s gone crazy.” She placed a feverish hand on my arm and pulled me from where I sat. Gathering me into a boiling embrace, she squeezed. “The news keeps saying the dead have come back to life.”

“Zombies?” I asked. My voice cracked.

Nurse Wilder released me from her hug and drew the blanket from my bed. 

“Here, wrap up in this. You’re freezing.”

I rolled the blanket around my shoulders and followed her from the room.

“We’ve gathered the saner patients in the communal area to watch the news footage.”

I wanted to know what was going on, but I didn’t want to have everyone around me gauging my reactions. People were so cruel with their judgments. Pulling myself from her grip, I stepped away and turned back to my room. 

“I thought you’d want to see what was happening.”

A loud crash echoed through the door at the end of the hall. Someone screamed.

“Don’t worry,” Nurse Wilder said. “The doors are locked up tight.”

I stumbled along the wall and peeked through the slender window. Two overturned carts kept the elevator from closing. Files and charts were strewn around the nurse’s station. A hand without an arm attached gripped the phone’s handset. Twitching bodies littered the blood-spattered corridor. A bloody stump smacked the pane. My stomach growled. I felt strong arms envelop me from behind as the nurse dragged me away from the carnage beyond the glass.

“Go back to your room and lie down. I’ll come in and check on you in a while.” She ran her hands across my scalp. “I think you hit your head when you fell.”

The nurse skittered toward the common room to get the latest news from the outside world. I dragged my feet back to my bed and collapsed in a heap on the rumpled sheets. Lying on the rolled blanket, I let my mind wander. 

People were being attacked in the streets. From what the nurse had said, the aggressors were dead. The floor was sealed, so none of the creatures could reach us. I was hungry for the first time in months. I had to staunch the cravings, so I did what I had to do; stood on shaky legs and trudged to the bathroom. Flicking on the light switch, I stared at my reflection. Nurse Wilder had been right. I didn’t look good. For one thing, my color was off. Usually, I was a pale peachy color. Now, I was an ashen gray. After splashing my face with water, I toweled off and looked again and found myself still colorless. I unbuttoned my pajama top and let it fall to the floor. My pallor didn’t stop at my face. My whole body was pasty. Holding my arms out at shoulder height, my elbow bones poked at odd angles, but the flab swayed on my upper arms. I’d seen all I needed to see. I was not going to submit to my latest yearning for food even though I didn’t know what I wanted to eat. 

Retrieving my shirt, I rebuttoned it and went in search of company. Since I’d be less likely to devour the spoiled food in my room if I was in a group, I wound my way through the halls to the TV room. Two old screens were bolted to the walls and were tuned to the same news station. The channels had to be changed manually on a palm-sized dial on the front of each one. If there had been remotes, they had been misplaced years ago. The picture on one was static-ridden, but the sound was clear. The other had garbled audio and crisp video, so its volume was kept muted. Most of the nurses stood in the empty space behind the couch. Their eyes plastered to the scenes playing out on the monitor. A few other patients curled in scattered chairs. I leaned against the back wall, hugged the rolled blanket around my shoulders, and felt my stomach gurgle. 

“At the moment, it is unknown why the dead have risen from their graves,” a rumple-suited man in a crooked toupee said. One of the fluorescent lights glared across his face on the screen. “If you see a relative you know to be dead, do not approach him. Find a safe place and block the entrances.”

“So you’re saying that people should stay in their homes?” a reporter asked. She thrust the microphone back in the suited man’s face.

“If your homes are safe, stay inside, don’t open the door, don’t go near the windows, and don’t get bitten.”

The camera turned back to the reporter and went in for a close up.

“Thank you for those safety tips, Professor Jones. Back to you, Jim.”

The scene changed to the Channel 7 news desk. A woman sat behind the desk and pushed a make-up woman away from her.

“Thank you, Sue. Jim has stepped out. I’ll be filling in for him until he returns.” 

“Shouldn’t we try to help?” one of the nurses asked.

“I’m not going out there, I don’t care what kind of oath I took,” said a doctor I didn’t recognize. “From the way it sounds, there’s nothing we can do.”

“Shh. Watching here,” a voice said from the front of the room.

“I don’t care what you do, I’m getting out of here. My family needs me,” Nurse Jenkins said. She turned to leave the group.

“Shelley, if you leave, you’ll jeopardize the safety of all of us.” Nurse Wilder held the other woman by the shoulders before planting a firm slap across her left cheek. Nurse Jenkins crumpled to the floor and sobbed. 

One of the patients rose and dropped to the floor beside her. Cradling Shelley in her arms, the robe-clad woman rocked and shushed until the weeping faltered. I sniffed and smelled the salt from her tears. I caught an odor of something else, something appetizing. From my spot by the door, I couldn’t see any food, but that didn’t mean there wasn’t something on a table. Shaking my head, I waggled the fat on my thigh. The ache in my gut would pass as long as I focused on something else. 

“We’re going live to Saint Vincent’s,” the commentator on the television screen said.

“Hey, that’s us!” a teenage boy said from the front of the room. “Do you think we’ll be on television?”

“No, doofus,” a girl near him said. “They can’t get in here, and they don’t have a camera you can’t break with that face.”

“Stop it!” Nurse Wilder said. “Do you want to go back to your rooms?”

The screen darkened. The shot framed a blond woman inside a vehicle with the windshield behind her. 

“Are we on?” the flustered reporter asked. “Oh, I’m Jill Spencer, and I’m coming to you live from in front of Saint Vincent’s Hospital where riots have broken out between the living and the dead. We’re set up inside the van because it’s not safe on the street. Billy was dragged into the street as we were setting up.” 

The camera panned to the empty driver’s seat before moving to the view through the windshield. One of the hospital’s front doors had been smashed. Shards of glass glittered on the pavement. The other sliding door hung sideways from its runners. Figures shambled toward the van and the crew that hid inside it. Hands slapped at the glass. Dead faces leered at the camera. Jill Spencer hopped the console and bounced into the empty driver’s seat. She threw up her hands after reaching for the ignition.

“Billy must still have the key,” she shouted.

The picture rolled from side to side as the van began to shake. More bodies crowded around the vehicle. A quick shift of perspective and we were looking at the dark floor. Shoes passed in front of the lens.

“What are you doing?”

“Trying to hotwire this thing,” the cameraman said. “It doesn’t look so hard on TV.”

I glanced around the room. Each gaze was focused on the screen. Some people chewed on already bloody fingernails. I sniffed again and caught a whiff of a rusted frying pan. Maybe I craved bacon. Grabbing the backs of my arms, I squeezed. The jellied masses of flesh squashed under my clothes. I would not fall victim to a binge. 

Screams erupted from the non-muted television. The picture on the other showed a tumbling view of the inside of the van before returning us to the newsroom. The woman who had taken over for Joe sat watching live feed monitor.  

Someone whispered, “You’re on.”

The woman stared at the screen for another moment before turning her face to the lens. Her jaw dropped open, but no words emerged. Someone yelled for a station break. The picture went from the silent, distraught woman to colored lines and a screeching beep. No one moved. The television continued to blare. Finally, the teenage boy stood and switched off the noise. Stuffing his hands in his pockets, he shuffled to Nurse Wilder.

“I need my meds,” he mumbled.

Turning on her heel, the woman strode out of the room. When she returned, she carried a tray of white paper cups. She distributed them to the few patients gathered in the room before stepping back into the hall. I guessed she was going to medicate the rest of the ward.

“All right, everyone,” the doctor said. “Back to your rooms. If there’s any more news, we’ll keep you informed. For now, we’re safe. There’s nothing to worry about.”

The patients scattered. Their faces pinched in disbelief. I stayed in the corner shadow. The uneaten food was in my room. I didn’t want the temptation.

“What do we do?” a nurse in pink scrubs said.

“Jen,” the doctor said. “We just wait. Someone’s bound to come for us. Things just have to die down out there.”

“Did you have to say die?” Jen said. 

“You know what I mean.” The doctor ran a hand through his hair. “We have to keep the crazies in here from freaking out. I think Linda had the right idea to go for their meds.” 

“Should we give them all sedatives until help comes?” Jen clasped her hands in front of her. “It would make them easier to subdue.”

The man shook his head. “If help does come, how would you explain having to carry out able-bodied patients? I’d rather not have that paperwork on my desk.”

“When do you think help will come?”

He shrugged. Looking out the window, he let out a low whistle. 

“I don’t think it’ll be here anytime soon.” Grabbing the nurse’s hand, he added, “Let’s go check on supplies.”

When they’d gone, I stood and walked the outer edge of the room. The hunger returned. I needed to eat, or I was going to scream. I couldn’t hold it off any longer. The scent of food filled my nostrils, but I couldn’t find it. I felt in the couch cushions and upended tables. Sifting through the bins of craft supplies, I found half a candy bar. I peeled off the wrapper and sniffed the chalky chocolate. The tidbit had been in the box for an uncertain number of days. I touched the tip of my tongue to the hardened nougat and tossed the candy across the room. I hadn’t had chocolate in some time, but I knew it wasn’t supposed to taste like a locker room. Terrible bile filled my throat. I dragged my sleeve across my tongue trying to dislodge the horrible aftertaste. I had to find something to eat. 

“Susana, what’s wrong with you?” Nurse Wilder said.

I was on my hands and knees reaching under a table. Jerking at the sound of her voice, I slammed my head into the tabletop.

“Get out from under there.” She pulled me out by my ankle. “What are you doing?”

“I’m hungry,” I said and cleared my throat.

“You’re what?” The nurse took a step away from me and placed her hand on her chest. “Did I hear you say that you’re hungry?”

I nodded and glanced down at my fingertips. I rubbed them together in anticipation.

“What would you like?” She hugged me before holding me at arms length. “Well, c’mon. Tell me what you’d like to eat.”

I lifted my shoulders and dropped them.

“I don’t know. I smell something good, but I can’t find out where it’s coming from. Maybe bacon?”

Putting an arm around me, she led me toward the nurse’s private lounge. 

“I don’t know if we can find any bacon, but you can have anything we find in the fridge.” 

By the time we made it to the icebox, I was gnawing on my knuckles. 

“Do you mind if I ask you a question?” Nurse Wilder asked as she opened the refrigerator door.

I shook my head and reached for a box of Chinese food. Opening the lid, I sniffed and tossed the box to the floor. The contents smelled rotten.

“Hey, I brought that in this morning,” the nurse said picking up the box. “Why are you hungry all of a sudden?”

“I don’t know. I just am.” 

I opened a cup of yogurt and dipped in a finger. After licking off the white goop, I spit it onto the gold-flecked floor tiles. Usually, I liked pineapple, but this brand was heinous. A paper bag peeked from behind a pitcher of juice. I ripped it open, and a sandwich bag fell into my hand. The plastic tore in my teeth, and I stuffed the tuna fish laden bread into my mouth. Pieces of slime-covered lunch flew from my jaws. I dropped the rest into the pile of discards beside me. The milk smelled disgusting. The carton exploded when I tossed it into the wall. 

“Susana! Stop!” Nurse Wilder pinned my arms behind me and pulled me into a chair. “I’ll find something for you to eat. You don’t need to ruin the food for the rest of us.”

I thrashed my head back and forth as she held my arms. The craving was driving me mad. I had to eat. My stomach twisted. I didn’t care if the zombies had risen and were eating the living. I was jealous. They knew what they wanted. I hadn’t had a good meal in so long, I had forgotten what tasted good. So far, the answer was nothing.

“A little help here,” Nurse Wilder shouted. 

The supply closet door opened, and the doctor stepped into the room tucking his shirt into his pants. The door slammed behind him, and I heard someone mumble through the wall.

“Linda, what’s wrong?” 

“Stan, can you hold her while I find her something to eat? She’s wrecking havoc with the fridge.”

His large hands closed around my arms. The heat from them made me think of grilling burgers in the summer when I was younger. Before all the dieting started, back when I was normal, my dad would squeeze too much lighter fluid on a pile of charcoal. He’d throw the match, and a ball of fire would explode into the summer heat. Once the inferno calmed, I’d stare across the top of the grill and watch the hazy heat dance. The burgers sizzled on the grill and dripped globs of greasy fat onto the glowing briquettes. Sometimes, I’d ask for cheese, but usually, I’d just have it plain with a little bit of ketchup. 

“I want a hamburger,” I said through gritted teeth. 

“What?” Nurse Wilder said. She turned from cleaning up my mess to stare at me.

“I want a burger. That’s what I smell, meat.”

“Can you behave if Doctor Nelson lets you go?”

I nodded once and felt his grip release. The nurse opened the freezer compartment and found a box of WhiteCastle burgers and tore one from its plastic wrapper. Opening the microwave, she placed the patty on a paper plate and let it cook. 

“You might want to let it cool before you eat it,” she said when the microwave dinged. 

I snatched it from the plate and crammed the whole thing into my mouth. After chewing it twice, I coughed it onto a table and moaned. 

“Nothing tastes good. I’m hungry, but I can’t eat anything.” I dropped my head onto the tabletop and howled.

“Ouch!” someone said from inside the supply closet. 

Nurse Wilder opened the door and Nurse Metzer slunk into the light holding a hand over her forearm.

“What, may I ask, were you doing in there, Jen?” Nurse Wilder asked.

“Cutting myself on something.” She pulled her hand from her arm. Red blood dripped from a deep gash into a puddle. 

My stomach lurched. The blood smelled delicious. I leapt from the table and staggered toward the aroma. Nurse Metzer had a moment to look confused before I was noshing on her flesh. Turning my head with my mouth full of meat, I looked back at the others. I didn’t think I’d be hungry for a while.









Anticipating Death

By Pembroke Sinclair

 

“Nine-one-one, what is the nature of your emergency?’

Dillon winced at the pain, taking a deep breath. “Yeah,” he strained, “I called about thirty minutes ago looking for an ambulance.”

“Okay, sir. Can I get your name?”

“I gave you my name thirty minutes ago! All I want to know is if the ambulance is going to pick me up.”

“Sir, I’m sorry, but we are experiencing a higher than normal amount of calls right now. If your emergency is life threatening, we will definitely get someone to you as soon as we can. Do you think you are going to die soon from your condition?”

“It feels like I am.”

“Well, feeling like you are going to and actually facing death’s door are two different things.”

“No, I don’t think I’m going to die, but what if I do? What if while I’m waiting for all those other people to be taken care of, I croak?”

“Then we’ll send the coroner.”

“Is he going to the hospital? Can you send him now?”

A click resounded and Dillon was met with silence. Cursing under his breath, he dialed another number. 

“Hello?” 

“Jenny.” His voice came out weak and tears burned his eyes. “It’s Dillon.”

“Dillon? Are you all right? You don’t sound good.”

He took in a ragged breath. “No, I’m not all right. I’m in a lot of pain. Can you take me to the hospital?”

“Sure. No problem. I’ll be right there.”

Dillon sat with his knees to his chest, gritting his teeth at every bump they went over. Jenny was silent next to him, her eyes focused on the road, her knuckles white, as she tried to get to the hospital quickly but also tried to avoid getting pulled over. Dillon stared out the window. For everyone else, it seemed to be a normal day. The sun was shining, people were walking their dogs or heading to work, phones to their ears and briefcases in their hands. Dillon was jealous. They all seemed so pain free. 

As they pulled into the circular drive in front of the hospital, Dillon felt his heart sink. Five ambulances were lined up. The crew of three of them were just pulling the stretchers out of the back. On a normal day, he could expect a three-hour wait, but now, he was going to be lucky if they even looked at him. He didn’t know exactly what was wrong with the other patients, but he could see blood soaking through the sheets on two of them. He knew they were a higher priority than a stomach ache, but he didn’t have any other choice. The pain was unbearable. He knew it was something serious. He couldn’t wait it out at home.

Jenny threw the car into park. 

“Wait here, I’ll see if I can find a wheelchair.”

She climbed out of the car and headed toward the building. Dillon watched her until she disappeared inside. Leaning his head against the window, he tried to think of anything but the pain. Sirens wailed through the air, and he looked up to see the two empty ambulances racing away from the hospital. Great, he thought, this is just great. He noticed Jenny making her way back with a wheelchair, and he opened his door.

The waiting room was in chaos. Nurses and doctors rushed from one individual to another. The twinge of alcohol burned his nose and intermingled with the coppery stench of blood. Moans filled the air, along with crying. Dillon wondered if maybe he shouldn’t just go back home, take a handful of Advil and pray, when a wave of pain rippled across his midsection. He doubled over. If nothing else, they should be able to give him medication.

Jenny wheeled him up to the admittance desk. The nurse looked them up and down.

“What is your emergency?” Her eyes had black circles under them, and her blond hair was falling out of the ponytail. Her scrubs were wrinkled and stained.

“I’ve got intense abdominal pains.”

The nurse scowled as she grabbed a clipboard. “Fill this out. We’ll get to you as soon as possible.”

“Not to be rude,” Dillon said as he grabbed the paperwork, “but do you have any idea of how long that will be? I mean, I waited for over half an hour for the ambulance, and they never came.”

The nurse huffed. “I’m sorry, sir. As you can obviously see, we’re more than a little busy.”

“What happened?”

“There was an explosion at Star Labs.”

“How did it happen?” Dillon could hear the awe in Jenny’s voice.

The nurse huffed again, standing from her seat. “I don’t know. All I know is this has to be taken care of.” She gestured to the waiting room. 

Another nurse walked up behind her, and they began conversing about IVs and blood transfusions. Jenny steered Dillon to a corner of the room and took the clipboard from him, filling in the necessary information while Dillon sat doubled over.

An hour passed, and Dillon wondered why he wasn’t leaving. More people on stretchers were brought into the room, and the reek of alcohol and blood was replaced with the smell of feces and decay. He was just about to tell Jenny he wanted to leave when the nurse from behind the counter approached.

“Okay, Dillon,” she glanced at the chart, “I don’t think we’re going to be able to do much for you, but we’ll do our best. I’m going to get you started on an IV, give you some Fentanyl. That should help until we can run some tests.” She moved behind him and wheeled him to the elevator. They went up two floors, then she took him to a room down the hall. “We don’t have any more space in the ER, so we’re going to place you with Mr. James here.”

Dillon looked over at the man on the bed. He was hooked up to an aspirator and heart monitor, with various other tubes running through his arms. He didn’t react when they entered, so Dillon figured he was in a coma. The nurse pulled a hanger with an IV bag close and knelt down. With a quickness and precision that shocked him, she inserted the needle and got the saline flowing. After taping down the tubing, she hung a smaller bag on the hook and inserted the tube.

“This is a Fentanyl drip. You should be feeling pretty good in a little while.”

The sounds of crashing and someone screaming resounded through the door, and the nurse turned and left without saying another word. Dillon stared at Jenny, then they both glanced at Mr. James. 

“You know they stuck you in here and are going to forget about you.” Jenny turned back to face him.

“I know. But at least they gave me something for the pain.” The medication started to take effect, and the burning, cramping sensation in his stomach eased. “You don’t have to stay and wait if you don’t want to.”

Jenny walked across the room and took a seat. “I know.” She began picking at her nails.

“Thank you for bringing me.”

She clicked her tongue and set her hands in her lap. “What else was I going to do? You sounded so miserable.”

Dillon averted his gaze to his lap, his leg swaying back and forth. “I just figured after what happened, you wouldn’t want to see me again.” He glanced at her without lifting his head.

She took a deep breath and leaned forward in her chair. “Maybe after I find out you’re all right, I’ll leave and never look back.”

Dillon smiled, though it was difficult for him to pull up the corners of his mouth. The medication was taking full effect. His tongue was thick, and he couldn’t feel his toes. His eyes were getting heavy, but most importantly, he couldn’t feel the torment in his stomach. He leaned his head against the back of the wheelchair. 

He stared at Jenny through slitted eyes. Her brown hair looked stringy, like she hadn’t washed it in a few days, and her eyes were red-rimmed. She had on her pink tank top and gray sweats. He figured she was sitting in what used to be their apartment, pining. It had only been two days since the breakup, and that was when the pain started. At first, Dillon assumed it was guilt, his body rebelling against him for being such an idiot. Part of it probably was, but when it didn’t get better, he knew there was something more serious involved.

Jenny adjusted in her seat, and her eyes scanned the room. They locked with his. She smiled, and the light caught them just right, causing them to sparkle. Dillon’s stomach fluttered. How could he have been so stupid? How could he hurt her like that? He vowed that if given a second chance, he would do everything in his power to be there for her, to make sure she was safe. 

The rhythmic hissing of Mr. James’s aspirator dominated his hearing. He averted his gaze upward. The dots on the ceiling tiles smeared into darkness, and soon, he was asleep.

* * *

Dillon jerked awake, sucking in a deep breath. He pushed himself back up in his chair and looked around. The aspirator still hissed, and Mr. James still wasn’t moving. Gray light illuminated the room. Dillon wondered what time it was. He glanced at his wrist, but he didn’t have his watch on. He looked at the chair where Jenny had been sitting. It was empty.

“Jenny?” His voice croaked, his throat was dry. He coughed. “Jenny?”

He heard a toilet flush, and orange light streamed briefly into the room from his right. He glanced over and watched Jenny exit the bathroom.

“You all right?” She furrowed her brow with concern.

Dillon felt relief wash over him. He wouldn’t have blamed her if she left, he actually expected her to, but he was glad she didn’t. “Yeah. I’m okay.”

“How are you feeling?”

He winced. “Not good. The pain’s back. It’s not as bad as it was before, but it’s not a tickle. Has the nurse been back?”

Jenny shook her head.

“How long have we been here?”

She glanced at her watch. “Close to four hours.”

“And no one’s been back in here? And you stayed this entire time?”

She cocked her head to the side and folded her arms across her chest. “I had nothing better to do. I told you they probably wouldn’t be back. I told you they put you in here to forget about you.”

“Still. I need to find someone.” 

He maneuvered over to Mr. James’s bed and pushed the nurse button. He waited a few minutes, and when he didn’t get a response, he pushed it again. Another few minutes passed, still no answer.

“Let’s head back out to the admittance desk. See if anyone can give us any information.”

Jenny positioned herself behind him and placed her hands on the handles. “I don’t think anyone’s going to help us,” she commented. “They were incredibly busy with that lab explosion.”

“I know, but it won’t hurt to try.” He grabbed his IV pole and dragged it with him.

They made their way to the elevator, then down to the waiting room. Dillon was still expecting to see nurses and doctors running everywhere and people bleeding, the room lined wall to wall with gurneys. But as they rounded the corner, they were met with silence. Jenny stopped before entering the room. There were gurneys everywhere, but no one was in them. Blood was smeared on the walls and floor, and the smell of decay and feces was overpowering. Dillon gagged. The pain returned tenfold to his stomach.

“Hello?” he called. “Where is everyone?”

“Maybe they went into emergency surgery.” Jenny’s voice was soft, shaky.

“They wouldn’t have taken everyone into surgery. Head over to the desk.”

Jenny turned the wheelchair in the direction he indicated. They stopped in front, like they were going to check in again. 

“Hello?” Dillon called again, louder.

Something shuffled on the floor behind the desk. Both of them froze.

“Take me around the side,” Dillon whispered.

Jenny did as he instructed. As they came around the side, they noticed the body of the blonde nurse on the floor. Her hair had completely come out of the ponytail, her skin was ghostly white. Blood streamed from her neck, and she was gasping for breath. Her mouth opened and closed like a fish out of water. Her foot jerked, the shuffling sound they heard earlier, then all went silent. Her mouth stopped moving, her eyes went blank.

“Oh, my god,” Jenny gasped. “What happened to her?”

Dillon turned and noticed the tears forming in her eyes. He turned back to the nurse. Ignoring the pain in his stomach, he pushed himself out of the wheelchair. He knelt next to the body and placed his fingers on her neck, hoping to find a pulse. As he examined the wound, he pulled his hand back quickly, unable and unwilling to believe what he saw.

“What? What’s wrong?” He could hear the panic and fear in Jenny’s voice.

“It looks like someone bit her.”

“What do you mean?”

He pointed to the nurse’s neck. “Right there. It looks like teeth marks.”

Jenny sucked in a nervous breath. “Who would do that?”

Footsteps resounded on the other side of the desk, and both Dillon and Jenny jerked their heads in that direction. Dillon jolted to his feet like electricity shot through his body. Their gaze fell upon a doctor. His white coat was stained with blood, and his right arm hung limply at his side. He walked slowly, jerky, as if in a daze.

“Hey,” Dillon called. “You all right?”

The doctor turned, and both of them noticed that the left side of his face was missing, his eyes were glazed white. He opened his mouth and hissed. Dillon’s stomach tightened, but it wasn’t from pain. Jenny let out a small squeak. The doctor raised his left arm, his fingers grasping the air. Dillon saw movement behind the doctor. He glanced over the man’s shoulder and noticed a patient in a hospital gown, the same glazed look to her eyes. She hissed also, her arms outstretched toward them. Behind her was a nurse and another patient. Each one of them was covered in blood. The patient in the hospital gown had a gash on the side of her head, bits of skull were exposed to the light. The nurse’s head hung at an unnatural angle, as if the neck had been broken. The final patient’s skin was black and red from a fire, and chunks of flesh fell off with every step.

“We have to get out of here,” Jenny’s voice was barely over a whisper.

“Go. Find the stairs.”

A squeak sounded next to him, and he turned. He noticed the nurse’s foot twitching on the floor. Her eyes were focused on him, and she was attempting to sit up. Dillon sucked in a sharp breath.

“Go! Now!”

The pair headed toward the hall, when Dillon was jerked to a stop. With a swift movement, he grabbed the medical tape on his hand and tore it off. It felt like sandpaper as the hairs were pulled from their pores. He grit his teeth. He grabbed the tube and pulled the line out, taking a little more care than he did with the tape. He could feel the plastic as it inched its way out of his vein, and the small pop as it left his skin. He tossed the tubing aside and followed after Jenny. She didn’t know where she was going. She stutter-stepped down the hall, constantly glancing over her shoulder.

“The stairs!
To the right.
The right!”

Jenny followed his instructions, although he could see the caution in her every step, and when she made it to the door, she hesitated opening it. Dillon signaled at her with his hand, trying to urge her on. She shook her head.

“I wanna go back to the room.”

Dillon could see the tears glistening in her eyes. Without responding, he pushed her through the doorway, slamming it shut behind them. He could see the horde of zombies just rounding the corner. They were still a good distance away, but he wasn’t going to wait for them. Jenny grabbed his arm.

“What are we doing in here?” Her voice shook with panic and echoed through the cement stairs.

Dillon took a breath and glanced around. Fluorescent lights hung at each landing, casting their fragile white light halfway down each set of steps. Dillon felt a pressure on his chest, it overwhelmed the pain in his stomach. He wiped his hand over his mouth and down his chin. This wasn’t exactly what he had in mind when he said he wanted to protect her, but what could he do? He was stuck, and he couldn’t back out. It was his chance, his moment, to be her knight. He couldn’t fail again. Still, why did it have to be zombies? Why couldn’t the universe have given him an easier task?

“What are we doing in here?” Jenny shook him. “Why didn’t we go back to the room?”

Dillon placed his hand on her cheek and spoke softly. “We would have been sitting ducks in the room. There was nowhere for us to go.”

“And where are we going to go in here?”

Dillon opened his mouth to answer when a scraping sound, like metal on concrete, followed by a clink and a hiss, echoed through the stairwell. Jenny’s nails dug into his bicep. Dillon took two cautious steps to the left. At the top of the stairs was a guy, his skin was gray, his eyes glazed over. His jaw was broken, it hung crooked on his face, and Dillon could see the bone protruding through his skin on his right side. His left arm hung limply at his side, and his right was bent at a 90-degree angle the wrong way. His IV tube was wrapped around his arm and still connected to the pole, which was hooked around the rail. He hissed again, trying to move forward. With every movement, the pole hit the rail and cement wall of the stairs. The clinging was rhythmic through the stairwell.  

Dillon sucked in a sharp breath when he realized it was Mr. James. He turned to Jenny, trying to block her view. He knew that with the panic she felt at the moment, it would only heighten her fear when she recognized the creature. Jenny was sensitive and nurturing like that. Those were the qualities Dillon loved so much about her, the ones he seemed to be lacking.

“He’s blocking the way!” Jenny couldn’t hold the tears back any longer. “How are we going to get by him?”

Dillon turned and grabbed her face between his hands, squeezing enough to pooch her lips but not hurt her. “First of all, Jenny, we’re not going up, we’re going down. Secondly, please try to get a hold of yourself.”

Jenny was never very good in stressful situations. She usually handled them by becoming overemotional and bursting into tears. It was a quality that drove Dillon nuts. That and her clinginess. When she was overly stressed, she couldn’t make her own decisions. She constantly asked Dillon for advice and needed to be right next to him, always in physical contact. It bothered him, not because she needed him, but because he couldn’t be there for her. He didn’t know how to fix her problems, how to make everything all right, and that made him feel like a failure. Instead of telling her how he felt, instead of having her help him, he just left. But that move didn’t solve his issues or make him feel better.

“Down?” she squealed. “It’s safer to go up!”

“And what are we going to find up there? If we’re lucky, a helicopter. Do you know how to fly a helicopter?”

Jenny shook her head, her eyes going wide.

He took a deep breath, trying to control his frustration. He couldn’t fix this situation either, but he could figure out how to get them out alive. That was just going to have to suffice.

“There is nowhere to go if they follow us up to the roof. Unless you want to jump off the side. Down, we’ll find the ambulance bay and probably the security room. There’s a way out if they follow us down there.”

The clanging increased, followed by a slick pulling sound. Dillon glanced back up the stairs. Mr. James made it a few steps lower, his arm pulled behind him, the tubes stretched to their breaking point, and the skin around his shoulder started to separate. Dillon knew Mr. James was going to keep pulling until either the tubing gave out or his shoulder did. He removed his hands from around Jenny’s face and placed them on her shoulders. 

“We have to move now.”

He directed her to the stairs, and they quickly and cautiously made their way down. When they reached the bottom, there was a set of swinging doors. They pushed their way through into a long hall, lit with the same sick white lights as the staircase. Signs hung at various intervals, two on the left and one on the right. The first one on the left read “Security,” while the second read “Cleaning Services.” The sign on the right read “Morgue.” Dillon felt the tug on his arm as Jenny stopped in her tracks.

“Morgue!” She dug her nails even deeper into his flesh. “I’m not going down there. What if there’s more of those things?”

“I’m sure they would have heard us by now. Plus, look, the door’s locked. I think they’re trapped inside.”

As if on cue, the creatures on the other side pounded on the metal door. Dillon took a step down the hall, Jenny right behind him. She was so close, he could feel her knees in the back of his. Cautiously, they walked to the security door. With his back pressed against the wall, he peered through the window. Instinctively, he flinched and jerked when he saw an eye staring back at him. Jenny screamed. The pounding on the morgue door increased. Taking a deep breath and covering his chest, Dillon looked through the window again. The door clicked and slowly opened. Dillon and Jenny dove into the room.

As soon as the door closed behind them, Dillon sunk to the floor. The pain in his stomach was overbearing. He was able to ignore it while running for his life, but once he knew he was safe, it took over. Jenny knelt next to him, as well as a man dressed in green scrubs and a white doctor’s coat. Dillon also noticed a security guard and another male dressed in scrubs, who he assumed was a nurse.

“Just take it easy,” the doctor said softly, soothingly. “What seems to be the problem?”

Dillon could feel the sweat beading on his forehead. “It’s my stomach.”

The doctor didn’t say a word or perform an exam. Instead, he reached into his pocket and pulled out a patch. After removing the wrapping, he placed it next to Dillon’s belly button.

“That should help for a few hours. Let me know when it wears off.”

It took a few minutes, but the pain lessened and Dillon was able to sit up. He stared at the doctor. He kind of hoped he would have performed a more extensive examination, but in the scheme of things, it wouldn’t have done any good. What if he did find something wrong? What was he going to do? They were trapped in the basement of the hospital.

He glanced around the room. The west wall was dominated with TV screens, while the south and east walls held file cabinets. The others stared down at him.

“Does anyone know what’s going on?” He winced as he picked himself off the floor.

The security guard and nurse shook their heads. The doctor took a deep breath, averting his gaze to the floor.

“All I know is that it has something to do with the explosion at Star Labs.” He met Dillon’s gaze. “There were a lot of chemicals. It’s possible they combined to cause all this.” He waved his hand through the air.

Dillon gestured toward the phone. “Have you tried to call anyone?”

The security guard nodded. “The line’s dead.”

“What about your walkie-talkie? Can you raise anyone on it?”

The man pulled it off his belt. “Yeah, if they’re in the hospital or parking lot. It’s a short-range radio.”

A slapping sound, followed by a dragging sound, resounded through the hall and everyone turned to the monitors. Jenny and Dillon stepped forward to get a better view. Their eyes fell on the screen that held a view of the hallway. Mr. James freed himself from the stairway and was making his way down the hall. Dillon was a little disappointed to see the tubing had given away before his arm, but it was bent toward his back, completely useless.

Dillon’s eyes drifted to another screen. A group of nurses, patients, and doctors were crouched on the floor, hovering over something. Dillon didn’t have to see it. The blood stains on the zombies’ hands and chins told him all he needed to know. He glanced at another screen. A patient, who was missing her legs, was shoving the intestines of another person into her mouth. Her cheeks bulged while blood and ichor pooled around her chest. He shuddered and averted his gaze to the floor.

How was he going to get them out of this? How was he going to keep her safe? He couldn’t handle it when she had a bad day at work. He balled his hands into fists. He’d have to figure it out. She always figured out how to help him, he could do the same. He had to. In the end, it might just be the two of them left.

“You can bet he’s just the first of many,” the security guard said. He pointed to the stairwell door Jenny and Dillon had gone through. The group that had been chasing them opened it and was coming down.

Jenny collapsed onto the floor. Dillon went to her side and wrapped his arms around her shoulders.

“What are we going to do? There’s no way we can fight them off.”

Dillon looked at the others. “Is there access to the ambulance bay from here?”

“The ambulance bay is on the ground level,” the security guard said. “But the garage for the coroner is right over there.” He pointed toward the door.

“It has access to the outside, right?”

He nodded.

“We need to get out of here. Warn others about what’s happening.”

They all nodded.

He turned back to Jenny. “We’re going to head back to my house and get some weapons. None of these things are going to hurt you. I will keep you safe.”

She nodded weakly, and he helped her to her feet.

“Is there any way we can contain them? Keep them in the hospital so they don’t get out?”

The nurse chuckled, a loud, nervous sound. “You’ve got to be kidding! The entire front of this place is glass! Not to mention the ones that never even made it into the hospital. Those on the ambulance. I’m sure they’re-”

Dillon cut him off before he could finish. “But we’re going to take care of it. Everything is going to be just fine.” He stood. “How do we get into the garage?”

The doctor gestured toward the ceiling. “There’s a vent that runs from this room to the garage.”

Dillon looked up. Jenny began to cry again.

“Oh, Dillon. Oh, Dillon, no. I can’t do it. I can’t go through there.”

“Isn’t there another way?” Dillon asked.

“Sure,” the nurse responded. “If you want to go through the morgue.” He raised his eyebrows. Dillon wasn’t sure if the gesture was in question or challenge.

“Why haven’t you guys headed out then?”

They all cleared their throats and turned away.

“We’re, uh, unsure about whether or not it will support our weight. We didn’t want to get half way across and plummet into the morgue.” The security guard spoke quietly and wouldn’t look him in the eye.

“So, you’ve just been sitting in here and what? Waiting for the whole thing to blow over?”

No one answered.

He stared at them, hoping he would miraculously be blessed with the ability to read minds so he could figure out what they were thinking. He vowed to keep Jenny safe, but he didn’t know why he was forced to help them, too. Weren’t they capable of taking care of themselves? Dillon mumbled under his breath and grabbed a chair. He pried off the cover to the vent and glanced inside. All he could see was darkness. He asked for a flashlight and shone it as far as the beam would go.

“It looks stable enough. I’m willing to risk it.”

A thumping resounded at the door. They all looked at the monitor and noticed Mr. James and the others from the waiting room had finally made it to the door.

“I’m not waiting around here to see if they make it in. We go one at a time. Jenny, you’re first.”

She backed away from him. “No. I can’t. What if there are others in the garage?”

Dillon took a deep breath. His patience was wearing more than thin, but he had to keep his anger in check. Someone had to get them out.

“Fine,” he said. “I’ll go first. Jenny, you come behind me.” He grabbed a radio off the top of the file cabinet. “I’ll let you know when I’m over there.” He turned to the security guard. “Give me your gun. Just in case.”

The security guard shook his head. “We don’t have weapons.”

Dillon set his jaw. He fought back the urge to punch the three men in the face. How could they be so passive? Didn’t they realize the direness of the situation they were in? Didn’t they realize how close they were to dying? He mentally forced himself to calm down. He reminded himself that without them, he wouldn’t know how to get out of the hospital.  Their inability to act was actually saving he and Jenny’s lives, and he had to be thankful for that. Thankful, but not happy.

Without saying another word, he climbed into the vent. He crawled slowly. The metal popped and bent underneath his weight, but he was sure it would hold. He could hear the creatures beneath him, hissing and pounding on the door. The pounding seemed to weaken. He imagined the creatures below him, growing more and more curious with every pop and creak of the metal. He could see them moving from the door, their heads cocked to the side as they shambled around the room, looking for the source of the sound. They stopped beneath the vent, their heads tilted upward, their glazed eyes staring at nothing. They extended their arms and opened their mouths, waiting for something to fall into their throats, like newly hatched baby birds.

Dillon wiped the sweat off his forehead and felt it drip down his back. He desperately wanted to hurry, but he didn’t want to risk falling through. He could see the cover at the other end. Almost there. The metal gave way to a cement block, and Dillon plopped onto it. He took a deep breath, taking a moment to relish his accomplishment and collect what was left of his wits. 

After a few minutes, he turned and stared through the slats. He could see three black vans, one had its back doors open. He wasn’t sure if that was good or not. He couldn’t see anything moving, so he positioned himself so his feet were against the cover. He kicked several times before it clattered onto the floor. He stared into the garage for a long time. Still, nothing moved, so he made his way to the floor. The door was to his right, and the sun streamed into the garage. He wanted so badly to make a run for it, bask in the rays and pretend like the day hadn’t happened, but he had to get Jenny out. He grabbed the radio.

“I’m through and it’s safe. C’mon over.”

After 20 minutes, the group assembled in the garage. The security guard grabbed a set of keys for the van, and they piled in. Dillon was thankful the security guard decided to drive. The pain was creeping back into his stomach, accompanied by a sense of dread. He sat in the passenger seat, while Jenny sat on the floor behind him. Her knees were pulled to her chest, her face stained with tears, and she stared blankly at the floor. The other two braced themselves on the opposite side of the vehicle.

Dillon stared out the window as they pulled away from the hospital. Smoke rose from a top floor window, and bodies littered the sidewalk in front of the emergency room. A few zombies jerked and struggled away from the building. Dillon chewed on his thumbnail. He couldn’t help but think of the irony that he was leaving the hospital in the coroner’s van, and he wondered what the dispatcher would say if he called her now.

He reached behind his seat and took Jenny’s hand. He fulfilled his promise of getting her out of the hospital, but he wasn’t sure he could keep her safe outside. The only thing he knew for certain was that they were going to be together.









Broken

Jeremy L. Mahan

 

Sam decided walking to the corner store for a pack of cigarettes and a newspaper would be a great idea. It was a bright, sunny summer morning, so why not? He called to Lacey, his beautiful wife, as he was leaving, “Babe, I’m walking to the store. I’ll be back in a bit. Need anything?”

“No thank you, honey. See you in a bit,” she replied from the kitchen.

Sam walked out the front door and felt the sun shining down on his skin. After a moment, he started down the brick walkway that led to the sidewalk, were he turned right. It was a beautiful June morning, and it was going to be a scorcher today. Maybe later, he’d swing by the butcher to get some nice fat, juicy steaks to throw on the grill. And a six-pack of that new microbrew he and Lacey liked so much. But for now, Sam was only interested in smokes and a newspaper.

As Sam reached the next block, he saw his neighbor, Pete, sitting on his front step. Pete didn’t seem to be sitting so much as he was leaning. He looked incredibly pale, and his eyes had a glassy quality to them, as well. Sam turned up Pete’s sidewalk, calling to him as he approached.

“Pete, you doing okay, man? You don’t look so hot,” Sam said. 

 Pete made a short, guttural sound as he struggled to pull himself up off the step. The sound unsettled Sam, almost making him back up a step. Instead, he decided to try to help his neighbor.

“Here, let me help you up, buddy,” Sam said, reaching a friendly hand towards Pete. 

As Sam held his hand out, Pete suddenly lunged for it, grabbing his arm and pulling it towards his open, slobbering mouth. Pete’s eyes rolled up, showing just the whites, and his face was drained to a washed-out greenish color. A layer of sweat had broken over his skin, giving him a slick sheen. He made a sharp grunting sound that reminded Sam of a dog’s bark. 

Sam stumbled backward, tripping over an uneven part of the sidewalk. He went down on his back, yanking his arm free of Pete’s grip, saving himself from having a bite taken out of him. Because to Sam, it looked like Pete was trying to do just that; take a bite out of him. 

Sam scrambled to his feet, keeping an eye on Pete, who had also fallen over. He stumbled clumsily away from Pete, not quite able to grasp what was happening. He began to talk to Pete, speaking calmly, even though he was right on the verge of panic.

“Pete, what are you doing, man? What the hell has gotten into you?”

Pete’s only reply was another dog-like bark. He was up again in a flash. He lunged at Sam, swiping at his face. Sam backpedaled, arms pin-wheeling, eyes wide, with an ‘Oh crap!’ look plastered across his face. Pete was right in front of him now, arms flailing, grabbing for Sam. Sam stumbled into the street. He vaguely remembered stepping down from the curb. He was batting Pete’s hands away as well as trying to keep his balance. He heard the car engine, but it never really registered in his head. It was background noise, white static in the chaos of his thoughts. Then he heard the horn and turned his head to the right as he grabbed Pete’s flailing hands. 

Sam’s eyes went wide as he saw the car, mere feet away and not slowing down. But time seemed to slow down for Sam. He noticed that one of the headlights was burned out, though he couldn’t understand why the headlights were even on, it being such a bright morning. He noticed the driver of the car, looking into the man’s face. He looked pale, his eyes barely open. The same sweaty sheen that covered Pete covered this man, as well.

Sam felt the car hit him, and his right leg snap. Then he was flying through the air. He landed hard on his left side, breaking his arm. His head pounded into the pavement and he blacked out.

He awoke briefly in the back of an ambulance. He couldn’t quite grasp what had happened. And he was in a lot of pain. He was going to pass out, he could tell, but he thought there was something he needed to tell the EMT. Something about Pete. But he couldn’t seem to remember.

* * *

Sam awoke with a start. He had just had the most vivid nightmare. It was something about his neighbor, Pete, and a car accident. He turned his head to look at the alarm clock when pain enveloped his entire body. He fought against it, but it was overwhelmed him, pushing him back into unconsciousness.

He came to several minutes later, his body still on fire, most of the pain emanating from his right leg and left arm. But his chest was also singing out bloody hell, and his head felt as if it were full of crushed glass, grinding against his skull, making him believe it would burst at any moment. When it didn’t, he slowly looked around the room. 

He was in a hospital bed, in a room smelling of antiseptic, the lights in the room set low. The beeping of the monitors connected to his body was the only sound, aside from his labored breathing. He saw an IV in his right arm, taped below the crook of his elbow. He also noticed the hospital ID bracelet hanging around his wrist. He looked at it. The admission date said Saturday, June 17th. He looked around the room for a clock, seeing one hanging on the wall. 

It was 4:37, and he knew from the light radiating from outside his hospital room window that it was afternoon. He ran a hand over his face, feeling the stubble on his chin and cheeks. He had shaved Friday morning, and the stubble on his face wasn’t more than a days’ worth, so he guessed it was still Saturday.  

He saw a small pitcher of water on the over-bed table and grasped it weakly with his right hand. Slipping from his grasp, the pitcher soaked Sam with its contents, landing beside him on the bed. His body warned him against moving too much, sending fresh spikes of pain through him. He gritted his teeth against the pain, breathing slowly, trying to fight the gray that seemed to be crowding his vision.

When he looked at the clock again, it was 6:12. He had lost the battle with the pain, sliding back into unconsciousness for almost two hours. He was still damp from the water and the pitcher still lay where it landed. He took his time now, moving slowly, breathing through the pain. He looked around his bed for the nurse call button, spying it nestled between the mattress and the bedrail. He gently reached for it, mildly pleased that his vision didn’t begin to gray out again. When he had the remote in his hand, he looked for the button that would call a nurse. It seemed odd to Sam that nobody had come to check on him.

As a matter of fact, it seemed odd that he didn’t hear the usual sounds associated with hospitals. No hushed conversations in the hallway, no carts wheeling by, no nurses or doctors to be seen in the limited view his open door afforded him. He pressed the call button, and almost instantly heard a quiet beeping coming from the hallway, not too far away. He must be right next to the nurse’s station.

Then he heard another sound coming from the hallway, near the nurse’s station. It was an odd sound, and Sam couldn’t quiet grasp what the noise was. It sounded like breathing, but it had a harsh growl underneath it. Sam remembered hearing Pete make a sound like that, as Pete was trying to take a bite out of him. That was just before…

It all came back to Sam in a flash. Walking to the store, he had seen Pete, who hadn’t looked well. He remembered Pete making that growling sound, remembered being attacked. He could recall with absolute clarity everything that happened, the car striking him, sending him flying. He remembered seeing Pete fly through the air, recalled how Pete’s head had practically exploded, sending gore and brain matter spilling across the asphalt.

As the sound drew closer, a cold sweat broke out all over Sam’s body. He froze as panic rose inside him. He lay as still as he could, looking out the door of his room into the hallway. He saw a shadow begin to creep towards him. Then he saw a bloody hand grab the doorframe. It was followed shortly after by a face. The face was pale with a greenish hue, and blood covered its chin, dripping on the scrubs it wore. 

As this pale creature entered the room completely, Sam eyes bulged out of their sockets. It was a man, or at a very recent time, had been a man. But it wasn’t a man now, it was something else. Sam saw the ‘mans’ insides hanging down from a gaping hole in its stomach.  Its intestines hung down around its ankles, threatening to trip its clumsy feet. One of its ankles was bent at an awkward angle. Sam couldn’t imagine walking on an ankle that looked like that, but this thing lurching towards him didn’t seem to notice at all. 

Sam lay there frozen, unable to move the slightest of muscles or make the smallest of sounds. He saw the creature’s mouth working, chewing, grinding. He saw a piece of meat fall from the things mouth, landing with a wet plop on the floor at its feet. It sent shivers through Sam’s entire being, yet he remained motionless, fear coursing through him. Sam’s paralysis finally broke when he saw the creature’s eyes. Sam watched as the things eyes rolled up to the whites, making a final lurching movement towards him. Just like Pete had done right before he had attacked Sam.

Sam reached out with his good right arm, groping for something to use as a weapon. His hand came upon the IV stand. He grabbed it and swung at the creature as quickly as he could. The pole made contact with the creature’s head, making it stagger back a step. But it didn’t fall down. It simply came forward again, arms stretched toward Sam, mouth working, making that barking growl. 

Sam swung again, this time striking the thing’s head with one of the arms of the IV stand, piercing it. Sam tried to pry the pole from the creature, which sent a shiver through it. It sagged slowly to the floor, twisting the pole from Sam’s hand as it did. The pain ran rampant, sending him into unconsciousness again.

* * *

When Sam regained consciousness, it was 10:30. Darkness had settled outside, leaving only the dim lighting in his room to see by. He looked at the corpse on the floor, the IV pole still lodged in its head. Sam couldn’t believe this was happening. But he was beginning to understand that he was alone here. There were no nurses or doctors left to tend to him.

Sam decided he needed to formulate some kind of plan to make himself safe from whatever those things were. He wasn’t sure if any more of those creatures lurked in the hallways, but he had the feeling that where there was one, there were bound to be more. He needed to find his clothes, crutches, some painkillers and probably some antibiotics. He needed to find food, realizing that he was starving. But most of all, he needed to get home to Lacey. He needed to know she was safe, that she was okay.

He lay still for a moment, listening. The only sound coming from the hall was the beeping at the nurse’s station. It was his call for help and it would never be answered. He would just have to help himself. 

Bracing himself against the pain, Sam slowly sat up in his bed. His head began to swim, but he took slow, deep breaths until his vision cleared. The pain in his head intensified, but soon began to taper off. He sat there for about five minutes, waiting for his body to stop its protest. Next, he pulled the IV from his arm. Then he reached towards his right leg, the one resting in a cast from his foot all the way to his mid-thigh. He pulled the blanket and sheet from it, and carefully lifted his leg with his good arm, twisting a little at a time, until he was able to gently set his foot on the floor. He gritted his teeth against the pain, but he remained awake. He was making slow progress, but progress nonetheless.

When Sam had both feet on the floor, he slowly stood up from the bed, holding the bedrail for support. A wave of dizziness and nausea swept over him. When it passed, he continued on. He had gotten out of bed on the side opposite from where the creature lay. He slowly hopped around the bed, keeping as much weight off his broken leg as possible. But he was weak from hunger and clumsy, bumping the bad leg several times in the process, sending waves of dizzying pain shooting through his body. He kept breathing and gritting his teeth, fighting against the pain, but then he lost his balance, toppling to the floor on top of the creature.

Sam screamed, pain tearing through his leg, his vision graying around the edges again. He fought against blacking out, realizing that he truly needed to get help. He had barely made ten steps when he had fallen. But he had fallen next to the IV pole. He used his good hand to pull the pole from the dead things head. He cleaned as much of the blood and gore from it as he could, the sheet he used turning crimson. He then set the pole on the floor, and used the bed to help him stand. When he was up, and the pain was manageable, he grasped the pole to use as a crutch.

He struggled to get to the door of his room, and when he finally made it, he leaned up against the doorframe, standing on his good leg, breathing heavily from the exertion. Sweat was pouring from his body, and he was beginning to shiver. He looked at the clock and saw that it was now almost 11:15. It had taken him almost 45 minutes to make it this far. He needed help and he needed it soon. 

He looked around the door frame, taking in a horrific scene. His brain didn’t seem to process what his eyes were seeing. It took his mind several long moments before understanding set in. And even then, his mind railed against it, disgusted and horrified by what assaulted his senses.

There were several dead bodies lying around the nurse’s station. Most of them wore scrubs, but one had the remains of a police uniform on and another was wearing what was left of a set of work coveralls. All of the bodies had been torn and shredded into ragged and almost unrecognizable shapes, and gnawed limbs were strewn about carelessly. The entire floor was covered in what seemed to be gallons of blood. The body of the police officer lay in two pieces; his torso leaned against the wall, his legs several feet away, blood and bits of entrails spilling between the two halves. Sam retched, but was able to keep from vomiting.

As dazed and frightened as Sam was, he moved toward the station nonetheless. He needed to check the phone, see if he could call Lacey. She must be worried sick about him. He was definitely worried sick about her. He stumbled the last few steps to the desk, pain coursing through him. He reached for the phone, picking up the receiver and placing it to his ear. No dial tone. He pressed 9 on the keypad, hoping to get an outside line. Still nothing.


Since it didn’t seem Sam would be able to call Lacey, he knew he needed to somehow get home to her. He just didn’t know how he was going to get there. He was in constant pain, he was shivering worse now, and sweat was literally pouring off of him in buckets. He decided to get back to his room and look for his clothes. As he began to turn, he noticed a bottle of water setting on the edge of the nurse’s station. His mouth was dry, his throat was parched and with all the sweating he was doing, he knew he needed a drink. He made his way to the edge of the desk, grabbed the water and drank it down greedily. 

As the coolness of the water hit his throat, Sam felt a little bit better. He was refreshed, but he still needed to eat. He poked around in the desk drawer nearest him, hitting pay dirt on the first try. Somebody had left an unopened package of peanut butter crackers. He tore into them, chewing as fast as he could. After devouring half of the crackers, Sam drank down the rest of the water. He put one more of the crackers in his mouth and turned towards his room. 

Making his way slowly back to his room, Sam wished he could see Lacey. He knew that it would take hours, possibly even days, to reach her in his condition. But he had to know she was okay, had to know she was safe. She was the center of his world, and he would go the ends of it to protect her.

Just as Sam made his shuffling way back to the wall next to his door, he saw a lifeline. About twenty feet down the hall was an empty wheelchair.

He made up his mind to get the wheelchair first, and then get to his room for his clothes. Twenty more feet on his bad leg, and then he would be rolling instead of struggling to walk. He began to move toward the wheelchair, taking one small, staggering step at a time. After what seemed like hours, but was really only ten minutes, Sam stood next to the chair. He locked the wheels, turned it so he could sit, and gently lowered himself into it. He let out a huge sigh of relief.

In no time, he was back in his room. The corpse was sprawled out in the middle of the floor, but Sam thought he could negotiate around it with relative ease. He made his way towards the cabinet, opening the door and revealing his clothes. He yanked them from the hanger, placed them in his lap and wheeled towards the bed. He set the brake on the wheelchair and crawled onto the bed. He stripped out of the hospital gown he was wearing and began to pull on his boxers and tank top. As he slid the boxers over the cast on his leg, Sam realized he wouldn’t really be able to wear pants just now. He slid his t-shirt on and wrapped the hospital gown around his waist. ‘Better than nothing,’ Sam thought.

He sat on the edge of the bed for a moment, gathering his thoughts and his strength. The next few hours would be hard on him, and he needed to be as rested as possible. When he felt he had mustered the strength, Sam climbed into the wheelchair, unlocked the wheels and rolled himself out the door and back into the hallway. He saw an exit sign hanging from the ceiling, pointing him in the direction where the wheelchair had sat. He continued down the hallway, his thoughts drifting to Lacey, only to be interrupted by the pain running rampant through his body.

He came to an intersection where two hallways met and saw a sign on the wall pointing out various locations along each corridor. He noticed the sign for the pharmacy. Even if he couldn’t get behind the counter to find prescription painkillers or antibiotics, he should be able to find some kind of over the counter pain reliever. He might also find more food and water. He was still sweating and his stomach kept gurgling, letting him know he needed to eat more, and soon. He decided to head to the pharmacy, gather what he could and then make for his house.

He rolled silently through the hall, reaching the pharmacy quickly. Its storefront was open, so he rolled inside. He headed for the prescription counter and noticed that it had the old style flip-up counter that would allow access to the back. He tried to lift the counter top, only to find it locked in place. He searched underneath with his hand and found a sliding lock. Freeing the lock pin, he was able to open the counter. There was just enough room to wheel the chair through.

Now that he was behind the counter, Sam could see that each shelf holding any prescription drugs had a gate pulled down over it, and was locked with a padlock. He swore and spun himself around to get back to the other side of the counter. As he aligned the chair with the space in the counter, Sam heard the sound again. The guttural growl followed by a sharp barking sound. He froze in place. The sound came from down the hall, but it was coming closer. He realized he hadn’t brought the IV pole, or anything else that could be used as a weapon. He searched around desperately, finally spying a rack near the entrance holding crutches, canes and walkers. He rolled silently across the room and grabbed a wooden cane. 

As he turned back to the entrance, Sam heard the sound again, this time very close. He completed his turn and saw it standing in the entrance. Sam was trapped. 

The creature standing in the entrance held something in its hands. With dawning horror, Sam realized it was a human leg, torn savagely from its owner’s body. The thing was chewing on it, holding it like a piece of chicken, ripping a huge chunk from it. It chewed the meat, swallowed and took another bite. 

Sam didn’t want to accept it, but he forced his mind to form the thought. This was a zombie, this creature eating a human leg. It was a man brought back from the dead, with an obscene appetite for human flesh. He felt his bladder let go, felt the hot urine pool in the wheelchair seat. The zombie moved toward Sam.

Sam wheeled himself backwards, hoping to dodge down another aisle of the pharmacy and out the entrance. He was almost to the end of the aisle and had almost finished turning when the zombie reached him. Sam screamed in panicked fright, feeling the thing grab him by the back of the neck. Sam jerked the wheelchair forward, breaking the zombie’s grip on him. With a burst of adrenaline, Sam sped the wheelchair down the aisle and towards the door, bouncing off the shelves several times as his broken arm tried to keep pace with his good arm. The creature was still behind him, giving chase now, growling. Sam reached the door and shot through it into the hallway.

And just like that, Sam was mobbed by a group of the creatures that had been gathering outside of the pharmacy.

Sam grabbed the grips on the wheels and tried to spin himself around. He didn’t make it very far before the closest zombie was on him, grabbing his head. It started pulling on Sam, and he flopped out of the wheelchair, landing hard on his broken leg. But that was just the beginning of the pain. Sam lay stunned on the floor, flat on his back. His vision faded for a moment, but it cleared almost instantly as he felt the first set of teeth sink into his good leg. He screamed, this time so loud and long that it tore is throat. Then there were more teeth chewing on him, biting and tearing his skin. He felt the blood draining from his body and with it, the pain began to recede. As the life slowly faded from Sam, his last thought was of Lacey. He hoped she was okay, hoped she was safe.






Deliver Us from Evil

By Peggy Christie

 

The automatic doors of the Intensive Care Unit swished open. Carolyn took a small step forward and poked her head through them, unsure and terrified. She hated hospitals. She always found some reason to get out of visiting friends or relatives when they wound up here, usually after being on the business end of a bottle rocket. By the time she had offered up a third excuse for her absence, they’d already checked out.
 

This time there was no excuse. Her mother was in the ICU of St. Joseph Hospital and the outlook was bleak. She’d had a severe stroke two nights before and was now hooked up to a ventilator. The doctors said it was just a matter of time before her half-dead brain shut down completely and stopped supporting all life functions. The bucket was poised and ready. All her mother had to do was aim low.

“C’mon, Carrie. You can do this. You have to do this.”

Carolyn psyched her self up as she walked down the pristine white hallway. The glare from the overhead fluorescent lights reflected off the white tile and walls, forcing her to squint. Her mother’s room was the last one on the right and Carolyn had to walk past four other patients’ rooms to get to it.

Through the window of the first room, Carolyn saw a privacy curtain around the bed, hiding the patient inside. The name “Walker” stood out in dark letters on the white dry erase plaque hanging on the wall. The high turnover rate in the ICU made the erasable board more cost effective than a printed nametag. 

In the next room a weathered old man lay on the bed. A life support machine wheezed as an older woman and three adults, probably the grown children of the old couple, stood next to the bed and wept. Several doctors stood off to the side as one pushed a large red button on the ventilator. The air pump slowed to a stop. One of the doctors slipped a twenty dollar bill into the button pusher’s hand, a look of irritation darkening his brow. The name on the plaque had already been erased.

From the bed in the third room, a young man looked up at two doctors with a puzzled expression on his face. A pretty blonde woman clasped her hands together and he looked at her, his countenance unchanged. Carolyn overheard one of the doctors say “amnesia.” The young woman slapped the young man while screaming personal information in his face. Maybe she thought that would cure him. Carolyn hoped that Mr. “Strawfeld” would be okay.

A flurry of activity surrounded the fourth room. Several doctors and nurses ran in and out, yelling for drugs and equipment Carolyn never knew existed. As Carolyn passed the room, she saw the patient’s foot peeking out from underneath the crisp white hospital sheet. It bounced as a nurse performed CPR. She couldn’t tell if the patient, “Johnston”, was male or female but she heard the incessant flat-line scree of the heart monitor drift out into the hall as the staff lost the fight to keep the patient alive.

Carolyn entered her mother’s room. The whoosh from the ventilator, the sound bouncing from one wall to the other, assailed Carolyn’s nerves. A single saline bag hung next to the bed like a vulture over carrion. Its attached intravenous hose connected to a needle at the back of her mother’s hand. A small circular bruise marred the delicate skin where the needle penetrated. Morphine kept her sedated, or “comfortable” as the staff liked to say. The monitor above the bed displayed her vital signs, all on the low side of normal.

She smoothed a hand over her mother’s hair then kissed her forehead. A tear rolled down her cheek and onto her mother’s face. Embarrassed, she dug a tissue from her purse and dabbed it away. As she wiped her nose before snot dribbled into her mother’s mouth, Carolyn caught movement from the corner of her eye.

The doorway framed the silhouette of a tall thin man. Though she couldn’t make out specific details, it was clear he was naked except for the cotton gauze wrapped around his legs. One loose end hung from his left thigh as if the staff had forgotten to secure it in place. Several IV lines dangled from the crook of each elbow, dripping both clear and ruddy fluid onto the floor. His bare feet slapped and dragged over the linoleum, creating an arrhythmic ssssshhh-SLAP cadence.

The man moaned and raised his arms. Carolyn reached for the call button as she spoke to him.

“Are you all right, sir? Do you need help?”

Her voice faded to a horrified whisper. As the man stepped from the doorway and into the room, the overhead lights shone on his face and body. What shuffled toward her should not have been humanly possible. The man’s flesh was a rough charred patchwork of red and black tissue. The shrunken remnants of skin looked in danger of splitting open at any moment. His fingertips had burned away and the blackened bones left behind jutted out into wicked claws. They twitched as he reached for her.

Carolyn stood motionless as this monstrosity moved closer. Only when the rough finger bones brushed her cheek did she scream. She darted around the bed to create a buffer zone between herself and this freak. He stumbled as he changed direction and bumped into the bed, his face a map of wrinkled confusion as to why he couldn’t reach her. He jerked his head down then stared at Carolyn’s unconscious mother.

His eyes widened, a savage shine lighting up his milky irises. He grabbed one of the woman’s arms but seemed to lack the strength to lift it. After several failed attempts to bring the arm to his mouth, he bent over instead and sunk his teeth into her neck. Blood gushed onto the pillow and sheets. Carolyn watched in stunned silence as the man chewed and slurped on her mother’s flesh.

He suddenly pulled back, grunting in dissatisfaction. He poked a bony finger into the torn flesh and flicked the hard plastic breathing tube. Pawing at it, the man tried to pull it out but couldn’t get his fingers around it. His eyes looked at the connector on her mouth then followed it to the hose suspended over the floor. He pushed on it and watched the breathing tube shift up in her throat. A lopsided grin split the torched skin on his face. Dark viscous fluid oozed down his cheek and jaw. He raised his arm and slammed it down on the air hose. The tube popped out of her mouth and fell to the floor.

Carolyn inched her way toward the door. It seemed the man had forgotten about his meal as he bent down and grasped the tube in both clawed hands. Pointing it at his face, he jerked in surprise when a puff of air pushed out. He looked down the hollow opening and snarled when the air rushed out again. He jammed the tube in his mouth and the next flow of air spewed blood from the tear in his face and onto her mother’s pale pink hospital blanket.

With a half smile, the man threw the cold plastic to the floor. He stared around the room, pointing at various objects, as if he’d forgotten where he was. When he looked down at Carolyn’s mother, the ferocious hunger lit up his eyes again. He lunged forward and nestled into the gaping hole in her throat, continuing his feast.

Carolyn managed to tear her eyes from the gory spectacle and looked at the monitor above her mother’s bed. Several bright green lights shone in long flat lines. Whether she died before or after the breathing tube incident was anybody’s guess. She was just happy that her mother would not be witness to this horror.

Her eyes welled with tears but Carolyn had no intention of becoming the second course at the buffet table of hell. As she stepped into the hall she overheard the head nurse arguing with two men in blue scrubs. The only intelligible words she caught were “burn victim” and “Room One” before she saw the goopy footprints leading from the end of the hall to her mother’s room. She turned to watch the people arguing at the nurse’s station.

“I told you, Rob, the body is in Room One,” the head nurse said to one of the men.

“And I told you it isn’t. We just went in there. The bed is empty.”

“You obviously checked the wrong room. Follow me.”

She walked down the corridor as Rob and the other man, Carl according to his nametag, made faces at her back. Carolyn tried to get their attention.

“Excuse me?”

She waved her hand but they didn’t see or hear her. The nurse entered the first room. After several minutes, she backed out, her face pinched in puzzlement. Rob moved to stand next to her.

“See? I told you. Maybe you’ve got the wrong room.”
 

“But this is impossible! We declared him dead five minutes ago. What did he do, just get up and walk out? I don’t under-”

The nurse paused when she saw the bloody footprints. She followed the trail halfway down the corridor and looked up. Carolyn clutched her overcoat to her throat and pointed at her mother’s room.

After bolting down the hall, the nurse ran into the room. Her orthopedic shoes squeaked to a halt. Carolyn crept up behind her as she stood at the foot of the bed, shaking her head back and forth. She peeked over the nurse’s shoulder and saw that the man was now buried up to his ears in her mother’s lower abdomen. The way the sheet bunched up around his head, it appeared he was eating something other than her entrails. Hysteria tickled her brain as she thought of her mother getting oral sex from a charred corpse in the ICU of St. Joe’s hospital.

Carolyn backed away and headed down the hallway to the exit. The nurse screamed from the room behind her. A loud whump floated out into the hall followed by wet slurps. She felt that hysteria again when it tugged her lips into a smile as she mumbled, “Bachelorette Number Two.”

She focused on the red EXIT sign at the end of the hall. As she passed the room adjacent to her mother’s, a flutter of movement caught her eye. Carolyn looked at a pale young woman as she ambled out into the corridor. Dark circles bruised the delicate skin under her eyes. A large deep gash hung open on her neck and a this crusty coating of blood covered her chest and shoulders. 

As much as Carolyn’s senses screamed at the illogical turn of events, there was no denying the truth before her. This young woman, and the man eating her mother, were dead. They had died and come back to life. How or why didn’t seem that important right now. She just had to figure out what to do about it. Maybe she could reason with them. She looked at the dead woman.

“Ms. Johnston?”

No flicker of acknowledgement sparked the corpse’s eyes. Screams echoed out into the hall again and the young woman jerked toward the sound. Carolyn looked to see several nurses back out of her mother’s room. The charred man, the now-dead nurse, and her mother advanced on the hospital staff.

The nurse only had one arm. Strings of skin and muscle dangled from her left shoulder. Her neck lay open and her blue uniform was stained purple. The burn victim carried the nurse’s arm, licking the blood that had dribbled to the fingers. A KFC commercial tagline ran through Carolyn’s head. She’d never be able to eat fried chicken again.

Last to exit the room was her mother. Her head wobbled on the scant remnants of her neck. Her left breast had been chewed away, exposing her rib cage. What remained of her intestines hung loosely from the gaping hole in her abdomen and one slimy rope dragged along the floor. Her shredded stomach dripped green fluid down her left hip.

As she shambled into the hallway, what Carolyn guessed to be her spleen slipped out and plopped to the floor with a wet slap. Her mother stepped on it and the organ squished into pulp between her toes. The dragging intestine tangled between her feet and relieved her of her uncoordinated gait.

She teetered forward. Her legs buckled and her body fell, and she never raised her arms to protect her face. It slammed with a sickening crunch against the linoleum. She didn’t twitch after that. Perhaps shards of bone rammed into her brain when she fell, causing severe damage and ending her reanimation. But her brain barely functioned before she died. How did death make it possible for her mother to be mobile now?

Carolyn pushed her hands against her temples. Trying to find reason where none existed made her head hurt. She looked around to see that Ms. Johnston had focused on one of the attendants, Carl. He was so transfixed by the other walking corpses he had no idea the petite ghoul was closing in on him. Carolyn squeaked out a warning just as he turned.

“Holy shit!”

Carl raised his arm to block the dead patient’s gnashing teeth. She clamped onto his wrist and tore off a huge chunk of flesh in one bite. A spurt of blood shot out and she stuck out her tongue to lap it up in mid stream. He shoved her with all his strength and she tumbled to the floor. As she struggled to stand, Carl ran down the hall toward the exit.

Carolyn did the same before Ms. Johnston turned on her. The burn victim and the one-armed nurse were occupied with hospital staff as they tried to protect themselves with various office supplies. Some kind of struggle ensued in the old man’s room but all she could see as she ran past was the fluttering curtain and a wide spray of blood. Ahead, Carl had reached the doors and slammed his hand on the large silver button to open them. The doors swished open. A corpse, that looked like it had been crushed by a train, lay in the main hallway just outside the ICU.

His right arm and leg had been severed at the elbow and knee. The left side of the man’s body looked like it had been dragged down an industrial strength cheese grater. His teeth, cheekbone, and part of his skull gleamed in the hallway light. Flaps of skin and hair dangled from his head. Meager scraps of flesh clung to his skeletal left arm. His bony hand couldn’t find purchase on the smooth tiled hallway and it clicked and clacked with each effort to pull his weight forward. A long snail trail of blood stretched down the hallway behind him.

Too late, Carl saw him. He tried to back pedal through the doors but only managed to lose his footing and smack his head on the floor. The train wreck wrapped a clawed hand around the attendant’s calf and pulled it into chomping range. Though the fall had dazed him, Carl seemed to snap to attention when the corpse bit into his leg.

He shrieked in pain. Carolyn ran to him and grabbed his outstretched hand. She dragged him toward the elevators hoping to shake the corpse loose. She succeeded. The dead man wasn’t strong enough to keep his teeth secured onto Carl’s leg. He moaned as Carl and Carolyn slipped out of his reach and into the closest elevator. She jabbed the first floor button and they descended.

Carolyn didn’t know where she found the strength to remain vertical in this bizarre nightmare but somehow had managed to stay focused. She ripped the lining from her coat and  wrapped strips of it around Carl’s leg and wrist. He winced.

“Christ that hurts. Burns like a bitch, too.”

Carolyn continued to bandage his wounds, not responding. She didn’t know what to say. He didn’t seem to mind as he began a nervous ramble. 

“You did see all that, didn’t you? I mean, it wasn’t just me hallucinating, was it? The patients. The dead patients, moving around and…and…”

He pulled at his hair.

“They were dead, right? I mean like dead dead. Really dead. Like there was no fucking way they could have been walking. Did you see that old lady? With her guts and her stomach.”

Carolyn kept her eyes down. In her mind’s eye she could still see the visage of her mother’s corpse, oozing and dripping and moving down the hall. Carl began to cry.

“What the hell is happening?”

A legitimate question but Carolyn didn’t know how to answer him. She simply shrugged then turned to watch the lighted buttons display the progress of their descent as Carl cried.

Carolyn gave his shoulder a reassuring squeeze as the car came to a stop. The doors slid open and she listened for movement but heard nothing. At this time of day the lobby should be bustling with activity from visitors and hospital personnel. The hairs on the back of her neck prickled as she inched her head between the open doors to look around.

The lobby was deserted. The revolving front door spun in quiet circles but no one used its automated convenience. The soft hissing of the rubber flaps on the tile entryway sounded like the dry discarded husks of molted cicada skins tumbling across rough cement. A few bits of paper and trash blew down the driveway outside the hospital, adding to the air of desolation.

She stepped out of the elevator and looked down the hall on her right. The cafeteria and shipping/loading area waited that way but there were no signs of life. She looked back toward the front and saw a woman slumped over at the Information Desk. Hoping she was just taking a little mid-day nap, in the lobby, on display for everyone, Carolyn tiptoed over to her. She got a few feet away when she heard the elevator doors close and Carl screamed.

“No, stop!”

Carolyn ran back to the elevator but the doors closed seconds before she reached them. She watched the pointer of the floor indicator above the elevator glide through the numbers until it reached “4” - the ICU. Pressing the button to call the elevator back did nothing. The car remained on the fourth floor. Muffled screams drifted down to her as the two other elevators descended. She backed away and looked for anything that could be used as a weapon, desperation pushing her heart into overdrive. Nothing useful lay nearby. The elevators stopped on the main floor and their doors opened.

Both were empty. Sighing with relief she took one last look at the floor indicator of Carl’s elevator, still on four, then crept over to the information desk. The woman behind the desk sat hunched over with her head resting on her forearm. Carolyn cleared her throat.

“Excuse me, Miss?”

The woman didn’t move. Carolyn cleared her throat again and leaned over the counter to tap the woman on the shoulder.

“Miss?”


The woman twitched once and Carolyn almost screamed. She looked over her shoulder, afraid that another corpse might be lurking nearby and hear her. Carolyn then moved around the desk to get a better look at the woman. Snarls of long black hair intertwined with a bright blue ribbon that matched her sweater. One black low-heeled shoe lay on its side by her chair. An aluminum bat leaned in the corner, a big red bow tied to its end and “Happy Birthday Kenny” printed in bright red paint along the side.

Here was something she could use as a weapon. Unfortunately she had to maneuver behind the woman, and corner herself, in order to get it. 

“The sooner you do this, the sooner you can get out of here, Carrie.”

In three quick steps, Carolyn had the bat in her hands. She hefted it, feeling its light but powerful durability. Without a trace of hysteria this time she smiled, confident she would make it out of here alive.

She turned and the woman bolted upright so hard that the chair rolled and slammed against the wall. Her arms and legs extended straight and stiff, blocking Carolyn’s escape. The right side of her face was gone. The optic nerve hung limp against her white cheekbone, slick with blood that also colored her exposed teeth and jaw. Her neck had been torn open and air whistled through the ragged hole in her trachea. She began to shake and vibrate as if a high voltage current ran through her body. Her limbs eventually relaxed and her head jerked back and forth until her remaining eye rolled around and fixed on Carolyn.

What was left of her mouth curled up into a savage grin. She jerked herself into a standing position and wobbled toward Carolyn. Carolyn swung the bat without hesitation. It connected with a satisfying crack against the woman’s head. She staggered a bit but Carolyn did not allow her to regain momentum. She swung the bat and knocked the woman to the floor. Again and again the bat sailed through the air as she pounded and pulverized the corpse, reducing the woman’s head to bloody hummus.

It surprised her how gratifying it felt to pummel the zombie into mush. She didn’t feel the least bit ashamed or disgusted by what she’d done. If only she had a camera to preserve the moment. For one fleeting second, Carolyn feared her sanity had just given its notice and moved to Jamaica. But the feeling dissipated, replaced by power and freedom. 

She kicked the lone shoe off to the side and slung the bat onto her shoulder. As she stepped over the remains of the information lady she saw the phone. Smacking herself in the forehead for not thinking of it sooner she grabbed the receiver and held it to her ear. The line was dead. Of course.

She headed back to the elevators to see if she could help Carl, or anyone else, in the ICU. Something moved along the hallway across from the elevators and she turned left to see a stocky middle aged man shamble toward her. He wore a beige three-quarter-length raincoat that exposed his bare muscular legs and flat feet. A tuft of dark brown chest hair poked above the coat collar.

“You have got to be kidding me.”

 Carolyn bent over with laughter. Amidst all the craziness of today, the last thing on her list of crazy shit to see was a flasher. Wiping tears from her eyes she thought she should admonish him for having nothing better to do than display his privates to an unsuspecting public. Before she spoke, though, she saw something stuck to the man’s foot. 

Her first guess was toilet paper but as he approached it became clear it was a toe tag. 

“You didn’t just come from the bathroom, did you, buddy?”

Details she originally missed sharpened into focus. Dull violet splotches covered his grey-blue skin. Pale pink liquid seeped out of his ears and nose. Carolyn wasn’t sure how long he’d been dead but she could now smell his decay.

As he wobbled toward her he fumbled with the buttons on his coat. His slimy black tongue darted in and out of his mouth to lick cracked lips. Even in death he was still ready and willing to flash his genitals at the ladies. Carolyn grimaced as his rotting stench made her eyes water. She gagged as his left eye popped and the cloudy vitreous humor trickled down his face.

He pulled open his coat to reveal a more advanced state of rot than Carolyn would have guessed by looking at his face and legs. A “y” incision didn’t mark his chest so an autopsy had not yet been performed. That would explain why he still had his coat. And without an autopsy, his organs remained intact inside his body and were probably liquefying as she stared at him.

His stomach protruded as if he’d swallowed a huge beach ball. The dark red shadow on his lower abdomen indicated where the bodily juices had collected. His chest was a mottled terrain of blue and grey and a purple swollen penis dripped viscous yellow liquid. He grabbed his organ and waved it at Carolyn. With his other hand he beckoned her to touch it. The lewd faces he made would have been comical if he hadn’t been a walking bag of decomposition.

He took a few shuffling steps, yanking his penis left and right, until it suddenly pulled off in his hand. A thick stream of blood and fluid oozed onto his feet. A slow rotation of confusion, fear, then understanding twisted his features as he cradled his ruined member. He held it out to Carolyn, his lower lip trembling as he cried, almost as if he were pleading with her to fix it.

“I got your solution right here, pal.”

She brought the bat up underneath his hands and tapped them hard enough to send the foul shaft of flesh into the air. As it descended, she choked up on the bat then swung it against the putrid organ. If it had been a baseball, she might have earned herself a double. But as it was just a rotting hunk of flesh, it splattered on contact, spraying chunks of fetid penis everywhere.

The flasher became distraught at the destruction of his manhood. He fell to his knees moaning and whining. He crawled along the carpet, plucking up little bits of tissue and sheltered them close to his body. While he whimpered and mumbled to himself, Carolyn walked behind him and shoved him with her foot. 

He sprawled to the floor and let out a miserable groan as the few pieces of saved flesh flew from his hand. He rolled over onto his side and Carolyn kicked him in the stomach. She’d been right about his organs liquefying. A great rush of blood, bits of pulpy tissue, and a gush of gelatinous fluids spilled over her foot. She stepped back, clamping a hand over her mouth and nose in disgust. The flasher grinned in triumph at her misfortune.

“What the hell are you smiling at?” she screamed at the corpse before slamming her foot into his face, her disgust forgotten. 

She felt his bones crunch. He began to spasm like an electrical wire with a short in it. First he arched his back then curled forward into a ball while muttering “unh unh
unh” over and over.

Snarling, Carolyn held the bat over her head. The flasher arched back again and his eye circled toward her. He looked at the bat, then her, and she thought she detected a small nod of his head. A brief moment of clarity from what remained of his humanity helped him understand his predicament and he wanted none of it. 

She swung the bat down and crushed his head into jelly.

The pitiful look on his face brought Carolyn to a clear and strong realization. She had helped this man. She had saved him from a nightmare existence. This was her purpose now, like a prophet or a savior. Like God himself. Carolyn would deliver tortured souls from the realm of the undead through massive head trauma. 

She smiled down at the flasher, truly dead now thanks to her, and leaned on the bat like a walking cane. Carolyn looked down the hall that led toward the morgue and thought it would be the best place to continue her work, which she dubbed “Operation Deliverance.” There must be dozens of corpses down there, already reanimated and on the move.

A bell dinged behind her as Carl’s elevator returned to the lobby. Carolyn watched the doors slide open. Several zombies knelt over Carl’s ravaged body which was mostly scraps of tissue clinging to a pile of bones in blue scrubs. Lucky for Carl, what remained of his body was not enough to live a life of the undead.

Carolyn only recognized the burn victim from the ICU. The fried corpse stood and turned to look at the open elevator doors. It stumbled into the lobby. A flap of Carl’s skin dangled from its lower teeth and jiggled with each lumbering step. Its gaze fell on Carolyn. Tilting its head to the side it studied her like a dog trying to puzzle out its master’s command. Its eyes widened then it pointed to its throat, indicating her mother’s breathing tube. 

“Son of a bitch,” Carolyn growled as she hefted the bat into swinging position. The morgue would have to wait.









Fast Food

By Jonathan Wood

 

Keith Bennett sat at the kitchen table reading the Monday morning paper which had popped through the letterbox not five minutes earlier. Diane, his wife was busily cooking breakfast and clomping about the kitchen noisily to his annoyance in amongst the crackling of bacon in the frying pan and the toaster spitting out overdone bread. Diane shouted loudly for the kids upstairs, their two twin daughters and the noise of her piercing shout causing Keith to wince.

“Jesus Di, you nearly split my ear drum in half, do you have to shout like that?”

“Sorry babe,” she replied flatly. “But you know what the girls are like, if you don’t bash a drum kit in front of their faces these days they just ignore you. Anyway, instead of just sitting there, why don’t you call them down for breakfast?”

Keith sighed and rose flicking the paper down on the kitchen table. The front page was reporting another case, the new virus that had first appeared a few weeks ago and splashed across the papers and the television had claimed its second victim in a week. This time it was a man in Scotland who had just returned from holiday in the West Indies and had taken ill on the plane returning home. The paper reported he was in a serious but stable condition in an Edinburgh hospital.

Keith moved towards the kitchen double doors and bellowed up the curling staircase for the girls. This time it was Diane’s turn to wince. Keith slumped back down in his chair at the kitchen table. 

“The paper says there is another case of that… whatever it is, some guy in Scotland this time,” he said. 

Diane was dishing up fried breakfast and the sweet smell of bacon and tomatoes filled the kitchen. She plopped a plate down in front of Keith. “I haven’t had time to look at the paper or see any news today” she retorted somewhat sarcastically. Keith chose to ignore her tone, not rising to the bait. 

“Yeah, it’s some kind of new virus; they haven’t got their heads around it yet. Apparently, the symptoms start with a fever then weight loss, nausea and headaches.” He continued reading from the front page of the paper. “The fifteen cases already confirmed in the last two month have all led to death; they don’t even say here if it’s something you can pass on like flu.”

Diane sat down and began to pour coffee from the pot into her mug, then into Keith’s. “I think the media jazz these things up to sell papers, look at the panic they created over bird and swine flu. The epidemic they predicted never even happened!” she said.

Keith grunted and began eating. At that point their two twin girls of thirteen, Sophie and Vanessa came in, one glued to her iPod, the other one furiously tapping away at her Blackberry. Watching them, Keith often wondered what had happened to the two sweet girls he used to take for walks along the coast years before, the girls who held his hand on the beach and laughed and smiled. Now it was all Twitter, music via earphones and the endless bleeps of text messages going off at all hours of the day. They barely even spoke to him anymore. Keith looked up as they both sat down at the breakfast table.

“Oh, decided to join us then? I called you girls ages ago.”

“What time is your shift starting tonight?” said Diane, changing the subject. She didn’t want a scene at the table and it was hard enough to get the girls to sit down and eat with them anyway. Any excuse to leave the table and go back upstairs and they would. This time her diversion worked.

“10pm -7am Di, I told you what my shifts were this week yesterday; don’t you ever listen?”

 Keith was a night security guard at the local hospital, a job he had held for the last two years. Easy enough work, but boring and permanent night shift. He and Jerry, his latest co –worker and hack of seven months had the routine pretty much down to a tee. In two years Keith had never experienced a single incident of any kind at the hospital; the only excitement he had ever known had been asking visitors at the hospital to remove their cars from unauthorized zones of the car parks early in the mornings, who occasionally would get pissed off, but that was all. Sometimes the hours seemed endless due to the boredom but over the months both he and Jerry had been able to make it work with little games of cards to ease the monotony, sometimes even a little porn on some old tapes which Jerry would smuggle in every now and again to watch on the old VHS video player they had stacked in the corner and rigged up to one of the spare hospital TV’s. Keith had worked at the local council highways department until he had been made redundant. The security job had come his way a couple of weeks after so he had taken it immediately, a panic reaction to being out of work and Diane’s constant nagging about the mortgage and the bills. Sometimes, when the clock seemed to stop in the middle of the night and Jerry would not stop talking, Keith often wished he was claiming dole instead. But, here he was, working to support Diane and the girls, god knows, Diane’s wages were not enough to pay the bills. Keith often wondered what other opportunities were out there for an overweight forty nine year old ex council worker who had done nothing else from the age of eighteen other than shuffle papers behind a desk. With the way the economy was going, the days when a job with the civil service was for life were well and truly over and his redundancy money would probably be gone in another year or so, Diane would see to that.

As Keith drove to work that night through town in the rain, he turned on the radio and quickly moved from the crappy channel Diane had it pre-fixed to, cursing as he caught a momentary end blast of a love song. He moved through a channel which was reporting on the virus again, the news report saying an un-named male was still in hospital undergoing tests, but so far the death toll was at sixteen cases. Town traffic seemed pretty quiet; it usually was on Monday evenings and he soon found himself pulling into the staff car park at the back of the hospital grounds. He brought the car to a stop and switched off the ignition, the car becoming silent and dark. There was a small combi-van parked next to him and it caught his attention. Most of the staff had designated spots and he couldn’t remember ever seeing this van before. It looked brand new and shone bright white in the dim light of the car park. Keith got out of his car, locked it and moved around to the front of the van. Sure enough, there was a legitimate looking staff permit badge in the front window. Keith went through the staff entrance, entering his code quickly into the security lock and he shivered in the chilly March night air. He made his way through the first floor main corridor towards the security room and glanced up at the wall clock. 9.46pm, he had plenty of time. He found Jerry, skinny and covered in fading tattoos on his bare arms already at his terminal in the security room, feet up on the desk and tucking into a sandwich his wife had probably prepared for him for later. He nodded to acknowledge him as he entered the room.

“Evening fella,” said Jerry flatly. Keith grunted in reply and set his bag down on the nearby desk and removed his overcoat.

“Evening Jez, hard at work already I see!” he said sarcastically.

Jerry was immune to sarcasm; either that or he was too dumb to pick up on the fact that Keith was being sarcastic. Whenever Keith had made light hearted remarks in the past about Jerry’s bone idleness, which even rivaled his own, he was yet to make a remark back. Keith sat down and sighed.

“Say, whose is that combi -van out in the car park next to my space? I don’t recall seeing that before, there’s a permit in the window though, looks legitimate.” 

“Oh yeah’, said Jerry, that’s Derek’s van, tidy looking ain’t it?”

“Who’s Derek when he’s at home?”

“He’s the new guy who started the other week, mortuary technician, does the graveyard shifts down there now.”

“How do you know him?”

“Oh, I got talking to him last week on my rounds, he’s okay, bit creepy looking mind, he looks like a mortuary technician, got a face a bit like that geezer off that horror film, what’s it called...Phantasm!”

Keith laughed. “What does he wear an undertaker’s suit and have a forehead you can cook your dinner on as well then!?” 

Jerry laughed and almost gagging on the sandwich he was chewing on. “He’s ok actually, seemed like a decent bloke, he volunteered to do permanent nights apparently”.

Keith exhaled sharply, “Jesus, he’s keen, maybe he prefers the company of the stiffs to his missus!”

Jerry laughed again and took a sip from his coffee cup, “Yeah, maybe his wife is called Diane too!”

They both chuckled out loud and Keith picked up a piece of paper from the table, crumpled it to a ball and fired it across at Jerry in jest. “You leave my wife alone pal, or we’ll fall out!” 

That night as Keith completed his rounds the hospital seemed quieter than usual. By the time he started his shift, visiting time had all but finished and the wards were settling down for the night. It had taken a few months for Keith to settle in the role of working in a hospital, that smell being difficult to adjust to, but now, he barely noticed it. After two years of watching CCTV and patrolling the corridors and grounds at night the hospital just felt like another office building. 

At around three am, Keith made his way down the stairs from the ground floor to the lower floor, or the stiff hotel as Jerry and the other guys had nicknamed it. This was the least pleasant part of the night, checking on the morgue and freezer room and usually Jerry would do it most nights, knowing Keith found it a bit icky. The overhead lights were usually all out in the morgue late at night, apart from the attendant’s small room, and they reacted automatically to the folding through doors being activated before they fired up. As Keith entered his swipe card for access he always felt that split second of raw fear as he entered the morgue and felt the sudden change in temperature in the air, that strong odor of disinfectant and sterile cleanliness that after a few minutes, would sting at his nostrils. Sometimes, there would be a few seconds delay of the overhead lights activating and Keith would find himself alone in pitch darkness, afraid and surrounded by fridges containing the dead. It was something he had never gotten used to or would ever feel comfortable with, no matter how many times he would enter the morgue. When Keith had first started working at the hospital his imagination would run wild when going down there and he would make his checks as quickly as possible and leave, before his nightmare came true and some of the freezer units opened slowly on their own, allowing the dead bodies inside to suddenly flick open their eyes and come crawling out, their hands outstretched for Keith, their faces grey, cold and lifeless.

The lights activated to a dull buzz, the florescent beams overhead springing to life as he pushed open the swing doors. The freezer storage room was clean and deserted, only the very light buzzing from the lights above and the soft humming of the freezer units to be heard and Keith made his way around the room to the double doors that exited to the waste and refuge area, a small yard that housed refuge dumper bins. He keyed the lock and went outside, flashing his torch light around. The night air was fresh and cold, causing him to shiver. He checked the outer gates that led to the car park, they were padlocked as normal. Quickly, he went back inside and closed the doors, locking them from inside. Keith made his way back through the freezer room and exited the morgue. As he did so, the lights clicked off into darkness again automatically.

“Fuck” he thought cursing himself, realizing he had forgot to check the theatre and turned back around. The theatre was the smaller room that latched on the morgue and was where most of the pathology work was done. Another place Keith didn’t like to be. Although the room was always clean and sterile when he went in there, he often wondered exactly how many corpses and had been laid out on those cold flat metal tables over the years whilst doctors opened them up and poked around. He had even seen some of the instruments they used on the workbenches, saws, knives and scalpels, razor sharp for cutting through the flesh and bone of the silent subjects they worked on. He quickly made his way to the theatre double doors and swiped again, pushing the doors open. The theatre lights clicked on immediately and Keith recoiled in shock, exclaiming out loud.

“Jesus wept!”

The man in the middle of the room wore a blue v necked standard hospital tunic and pants. His rubber gloves were smeared with deep red blood and on the table in front of him lay a corpse, a man, fat and bald, his body bloated and eyes lifelessly staring upwards at the ceiling. Keith could see the man’s abdomen was wide open revealing his insides, his intestines out like rows of sausages on display at a supermarket delicatessen. Keith felt bile beginning to rise in his throat. The man stared at him, his eyes unmoving and cold. Judging by his appearance, Keith guessed this must be the new guy Jerry had mentioned earlier. The man’s eyes moved slowly from Keith to the mess on the table and he quickly pulled the white sheet at the bottom of the corpse’s feet up, covering the horrific sight. His eyes moved quickly back to Keith.

“I’m sorry,” apologized Keith. “I didn’t realize you were working in here. Why were the lights off?”

The man removed his rubber gloves which popped off with a squelch and he tossed them into the nearby bin. He smiled thinly and held out an outstretched hand and Keith hesitated before he took it gingerly. The man’s hand was cold and bony with a vice like grip, the same hand that had only a few minutes earlier been poking around inside a dead body.

“Hi, I’m Derek,” said the man, his voice low and gravely. Keith could detect an accent there, maybe a West Country tone, light, but there, he definitely wasn’t local. He was tall and pale, perhaps mid fifties and he did indeed bear a loose resemblance to the creepy undertaker from the Phantasm movies Jerry had joked about. On being reminded of his conversation with Jerry earlier, Keith felt his mouth beginning to lift at the sides. He cleared his throat self consciously.

“Sorry if I startled you,” the man continued, “The buzzing of these damned lights overhead just drives me crazy, so I usually work using the spot lamps around the table, you probably couldn’t see them on from the door windows when you came in.”

“I just got a bit spooked,” said Keith feeling suddenly embarrassed. “I wasn’t expecting anyone to be here that’s all.”

 Derek smiled thinly again not offering any reply and the momentary silence seemed to hang in the room forever, making Keith feel even more awkward. He cleared his throat again.

“Well, I’m sorry for barging in anyway. I’m Keith, I hear you’ve already met Jerry; he said you are new here?”

Derek looked back at him, his eyes guarded and narrow. His smile remained thin and polite. “Yes, I started a couple of weeks ago, still feeling my way in, so to speak,” he said lightly under his breath. “Was there anything else I can help you with Keith, I really must get back to work?” Keith was keen to get out of there and even though the opened up corpse on the table a few feet away was now covered under a sheet, he still felt nauseous and the smell of disinfectant in the morgue was beginning to burn at his throat.

“Well, I’ll leave you to it,” he said curtly and quickly looked around the room. He could see boxes marked with human organ contained signs on the front lined up on one of the counters. They were open and ready for deposit. The man smiled thinly again and did not reply. Keith felt his stomach beginning to churn again at the thought. As he exited the dim theatre and ghoulish scene he could feel the man’s eyes burning into his back, so he quickened his step.

* * *

“Bloody hell Jez, what a weirdo, no wonder he works in a fucking morgue!”

Jerry laughed, putting down a hand of twenty in the blackjack game they were playing. 

“Yeah, he looks a bit shifty but I thought he was okay though, not the chatty type but he seemed like an ok guy.”

“Isn’t it a bit late to be cutting open bodies down there, I don’t remember any of the other staff doing that kind of shit in the middle of the night? He had some dead bloke wide open on the table, guts out and everything.”

Jerry chuckled again; clearly amused by the fact that Keith had been so openly spooked by the experience. “Well, nothing to do with me mate, I don’t get paid enough to ask those types of questions and neither do you.”

When the clock turned slowly towards to 7am, the hospital began to fill up with the day staff and Keith sat watching the influx of movement on the CCTV camera’s in the security room with another cup of pungent hospital coffee in his hand. Apart from the encounter in the morgue, the shift had been quiet and he was already looking forward to a hot shower, some breakfast and then bed. The house should be empty when he got home. He rose from his chair and stretched. Jerry turned his attention away from the internet on his pc screen and exhaled heavily. Another night of monotony had crawled to a close. Jerry seemed to handle the boredom better than Keith, almost like he enjoyed doing nothing night after night.

“Why don’t you shoot off now? It’s almost seven, I can hang on until the day shift arrives,’ said Jerry

“Are you sure mate?”

“Yeah yeah, see you tonight, get yourself off home.”

As Keith trudged through the corridors of the hospital he was already thinking about breakfast and the morning paper in peace and quiet. The fresh morning air hit his nostrils as he exited the main doors, a welcome change from the stifling smell of the hospital. As Keith got into his car and turned the ignition key he put the car in reverse and started to back out. The staff doors suddenly opened and he saw Derek, the morgue attendant, exiting the building. In both hands he held two organ transportation boxes Keith had recalled seeing earlier in the theatre. The man quickly opened the rear doors to the combi van and placed the boxes carefully inside and shut the doors again, seemingly oblivious to Keith staring right at him from his car. Keith watched as he got into the van driver’s side and started the van. Although he found the guy a bit creepy, something genuinely didn’t add up about this. Why would a morgue attendant have human organ transportation boxes in his van at the end of a shift? He remembered Jerry’s words about Derek volunteering for permanent night shift, so he must be going home. In two years of working at the hospital, Keith had never known the morgue staff to be conducting any kind of autopsy or pathology work in the middle of the night. The guy didn’t even look like a qualified doctor to be opening people up either. As Keith thoughts ticked over, the van reversed quickly alongside him and moved off briskly. He was torn in two minds. Should he go back inside and report his concerns to someone? Maybe there was a genuine reason why he was working during the night and if there were human organs in the boxes he carried, maybe there was a genuine reason for that too. Keith knew he was going to look like a prize fool if he reported the guy and it turned out he was just doing his job. But in his gut, he just felt like there was something wrong. As he rolled the car forward, he made an instant decision to follow the van. Although tired and cold, it would surely only take an hour of his time to put his fears to rest if it turned out the guy was taking organs somewhere for a legitimate reason. If the guy was up to something he shouldn’t be, then maybe he could get some proof before he made a complete arse of himself with the hospital authorities.

“Ok Dr Death, let’s see where you are going today, shall we?” he said to himself out loud and turned on the radio. The morning news was reporting that the man who had taken ill with the mystery virus from Scotland had slipped into some kind of coma and was now in a critical condition. There were some experts in the radio studio from the World Health Organization arguing about the risks of pandemic.

Keith followed the white combi- van as it slowly maneuvered through the morning traffic, making sure he kept him in sight but at a distance to remain unseen. Although weary and hungry, Keith felt a little sense of excitement at following the van into the unknown. He didn’t know what the fuck he was going to do if the guy was up to something sinister but nevertheless, he had a feeling of butterflies in his stomach at the prospect of finding out. It would certainly be something to tell Jerry and Di about later. 

They drove towards the south side of town and the opposite direction to which Keith wanted to be. In part that pleased him; he didn’t particularly fancy the idea of this creepy guy living near him Diane and the kids. Fifteen minutes later the van turned off the main road into a residential cul de sac of old style town houses and pulled up by one on the roadside. Behind, Keith was careful to remain out of sight and stopped the car at the side of the road well short of the house. The man was now out of the van and removing the organ boxes from the back. He slowly closed the doors and made his way up the small front garden path to a house. Keith’s vision of the front door was obscured but he was pretty sure he had gone inside. Waiting a few more moments and feeling his heart beginning to beat faster he got out of his car and followed. 

The March morning air was chilly and Keith shivered as he slowly made his way along the street, his breath visible as he exhaled. As he approached the house with the van outside, he suddenly stopped dead in his tracks. “What the fuck I am going to do?” he thought to himself. It was clear this guy was up to something he shouldn’t be and he knew he should just call the police and hospital authorities now, let them deal with it. But something drew him towards the house, whose windows were dark and soulless, all curtains and blinds closed tight. There was no way he could see inside from the roadway. Maybe if he could just get a glimpse inside somehow, see what the man had in the boxes in some way before he went shooting off his mouth to the police. As Keith made his way up the garden path slowly, his legs began to feel weak under him, reminding him of the games he played as a kid, knocking on stranger’s doors and running away before they came to answer whilst his heart beat painfully in his chest. The large blue wood door had no windows, only a brass letterbox. Keith pressed his ear up against it lightly for a moment, but only silence greeted him. He lowered himself into a squat and with a slow hand gently pushed the letterbox open. He reached forward with his head to see inside. Suddenly, the door opened from the inside and there stood Derek, towering above him, a look both of surprise and anger burning in his eyes. Keith exclaimed out loud in shock and tried to raise his frame back up but his legs were slow to react. Derek’s gaze then suddenly changed, as though his initial anger had passed and his eyes seemed to soften momentarily. Keith noticed his mouth lifting slightly and he was now kind of smiling at him grotesquely. Before Keith knew anything else, Derek raised a claw hammer from behind his back and swung it full force in an arc over his head. Keith didn’t even see it coming before it crashed into the side of his face and he blacked out to nothingness.

* * *

There was movement; he was moving, slowly, stop start across something, then a lifting sensation and a distant sound of grunts and groans. Then, stillness and a throbbing pain in his head that was growing stronger by the second. Keith moaned as his vision began to return, the pain in his head and body pulsating. He had a dull ache at the base of his spine too, like he had been kicked there. He looked around, the dimness of the single overhead bulb casting shadows in every corner. It swung from a draft coming from somewhere and it was cold damp and dark. He seemed to be in a basement or cellar of some kind and as his vision began to clear, he saw a cage, sectioned off from the rest of the room. There was a rancid smell in the air too, like rotten meat or something gone off. Something was in the cage, in the corner and Keith strained his eyes. 

The light bulb above gently swayed towards the shape and Keith cried out in fright when he saw it. A woman; only not a woman; skin wrinkled and decrepit was crouched in the corner of this cage wearing only rags. Keith just stared at the sight in front of him in disbelief, it looked like a dead body days after it had died, blue and dark purple veins visible through the pulpy scaled skin. But it breathed and was alive, eyes sunken and blood shot, the pupils enlarged and staring. It looked like something from a zombie movie; a real life zombie right in front of him. It had something in its lap, something red and dark. It was a set of human intestines and the thing raised them to its mouth and began to chew slowly. Keith gagged and felt bile shooting up his gullet and hitting the back of his throat. 

Derek suddenly appeared from the shadows in the background and Keith tried to move away in reflex but he was bound tightly to a chair by strong tape which dug deep into his wrists and his mouth had tape over it. He couldn’t move himself from the waist down and there was a tingling feeling in his back, it felt like paralysis. 

“Don’t try to move, you won’t get very far,” said Derek calmly, almost sympathetically. “I’ve given you an injection of Bupivacaine in your spine...do you know what that is?’ Keith shook his head gormlessly.

“It’s the stuff pregnant women get Keith when they are about to go into labor, it’s an epidural effectively,” he continued. “You won’t feel anything down there for quite some time!”

Keith began to groan, trying to speak but unable to from the disorientation and tape clamped over his mouth. 

“I know what you are thinking Keith, and I’m sorry you got caught up in this, but they do say curiosity killed the cat you know!” Derek motioned back to the animated corpse in the corner that was now munching quite happily on the intestines, eyes never looking up from the meal. “This is my wife Mary, Keith. Would you believe we have been married for thirty seven years? She caught this new flu two weeks ago when we got back from holiday in the Caribbean. When I saw the news, I knew if I took her to hospital, they would take her away from me, I would never see her again and I couldn’t bear that.” His voice quivered lightly and he looked away, his eyes slightly glazed. “We’ve never been apart for one single day since we married.”

Keith began pulling at the restraints on his wrists with his arms but they were too tight and his lower body was useless. He tried to shout but was stifled by the tight gag.

“Human flesh you see?” continued Derek. “It’s the only thing that calms her down, for a little while. When she started to get really sick she got aggressive and tried to attack me. I realized that human flesh is the only thing that relieves her. I have to keep her locked up now in that cage and of course my work gives me the perfect opportunity to get food for her, but it has to be as fresh, so now you understand the need for the organ containers, yes?”

Keith began to wail and cry in panic, the true meaning of his captivity now becoming clear to him. As Derek moved slowly around to his dead wife’s cage, he was careful to click off the padlock and open the door very quietly. The thing on the floor didn’t notice; too busy feasting on the body parts and organs that were slopped on the blood drenched floor. Derek moved around to Keith and using scissors, he cut off part of his trouser leg. Taking out a scalpel he gently ran the blade along Keith’s shin bone, drawing blood immediately. Keith felt nothing but wailed again in fright. 

“I have to go now,” said Derek calmly, “But the best I can do for my Mary now to ease her suffering is fresh food, and what’s better than a live person!?”

Keith moaned in horror as Derek quietly left the cellar room and pulled the door shut behind him. He watched helplessly in terror as the thing in the cage finished eating the intestines. Eventually, its nose began to twitch. It looked over in his direction and began to crawl over to him on hands and knees, gurgling with scarlet dripping from its mouth. 

He shrieked in horror when it started licking his numbed bloodied leg like a child sucking on a strawberry lolly pop, its eyes almost lighting up at the taste. When the first nibbles came, it felt like he was being tickled, the drug masking the pain, just as Derek intended. When the nibbles turned to full on bites and gouges, Keith threw his head back, away from the thing chewing at his legs and cried out in terror, calling for Diane and to God through his tears. The image of Diane and his girls was the last thing he thought about before he felt his consciousness slipping away to the ghoulish sound of teeth chomping through his flesh in the background.









Lockdown

By Shawn M. Riddle

 

Hinesville, Georgia

Robert
E.LeeMemorialHospital

April 19, 2011-9:52 P.M.

 

Doctor Steve Zimmerman jerked his Mustang into the parking lot and cut off a blonde nurse in a Honda Civic to take the last space in the emergency employee’s lot. When she honked at him, he flipped her off without a glance.

This was his fourth straight week of working the ER night shift. The past month had been monotonous. Sure an occasional real patient came through the ER, but the majority was the dregs-- drunks who got into bar fights or fell down stairs, drug overdoses, and every hypochondriac in the county. They all seemed to converge on his hospital and, more specifically, his shift like vultures to a fresh corpse. He didn't spend all those years studying and working through his medical degree to waste his talents on trivial, meaningless cases. 

Chuck, the night security officer, glanced up from his newspaper as Steve walked in. “Evenin’ Doc. How you doing tonight?”

Steve screwed on a tight smile, “OK I guess, just another night of dealing with idiot drunks and patients who think a runny nose is a 911 emergency.”

Chuck snickered and snapped his newspaper, “Yeah, we do get a lively crowd, but it pays the bills I guess.”

“Yeah, I suppose so,” Steve sighed as he scratched his name into the log. He turned and strode away from the desk, hoping to avoid further conversation. 

“Have a good night, Doc,” Chuck called after him. 

Without turning around, Steve mumbled, “Yeah,” and made his way through the lobby and into the ER.

 

10:10 P.M.

 

The evening lived down to Steve's expectations. He checked the log and found that there had been three patients in. A twelve-year-old boy who had broken his arm playing football, he’d been treated and released shortly before Steve’s arrival. The second was a frequent flier-- tonight’s complaint was a mild fever with chills which she self-diagnosed as avian flu. The third was a man who had been brought in an hour or so before Steve's arrival. He had apparently been mugged earlier in the evening and had suffered numerous minor injuries. 

Susan Hamilton, night shift head nurse, approached Dr. Zimmerman. She was in her late thirties, with strawberry blonde hair and a figure that turned heads. She said in a heavy English accent, “Good evening Doctor Zimmerman, how are you feeling tonight?” 

Steve scanned the charts again. “Why hasn’t the hypochondriac in room two been sent home yet? She was released almost an hour ago by Dr. West.”

Susan smiled, “She wants a second opinion before she leaves. She’s not convinced that Dr. West’s diagnosis is correct and insists she has avian flu. I told her she could wait for the next shift and they would have another look at her to confirm Dr. West’s diagnosis.”

“Why do these people waste my time? That woman has been in here four times this month and there’s not been a damn thing wrong with her. I’ve wasted enough time with her. Get her out of here.”

“I apologize Dr. Zimmerman. But she was quite insistent on a second opinion.”

Steve’s cheeks flushed, “I don’t care what she insists on. She has been diagnosed and released…”

Susan interrupted him, “I realize that, and I’ll thank you to mind your tone, I’m simply doing my job.”

“Not very well as far as I can see,” Steve snapped. “I’ll go have look at her and release her from care, again. If necessary, have the moron at the security desk drag her out of here, I’ve got better things to do.”

 “Yes Doctor.” As Steve headed off to room two she added under her breath, “Arrogant little git!” 

 

10:23 P.M.

 

Susan opened the curtain to room seven where Mr. Garcia was sitting upright in the bed. He had been brought in earlier in the evening after being mugged. 

“How are you feeling Mr. Garcia?” Susan asked. 

“Dios
mio, my arm hurts like a son of a bitch, and my head hurts so bad it feels like it’s going to explode,” he replied, gripping the bandage on his arm.

Susan smiled reassuringly, “I’ll get you something for your pain. The Doctor is with another patient. It shouldn’t be more than a few minutes.” She placed the blood-pressure cuff on his uninjured arm. After a few moments, results appeared on the display. She placed the digital thermometer in his ear. Susan noted the results of the tests in his chart. “Why don’t we take a look at that arm,” Susan said as she removed the bandage. She saw that lesions had begun to form around the wound and his face was flushed a darker red than when she came in. She smoothed the bandage back into place. She smiled at him again and said, “I’ll be back in a few moments.”

His breathing somewhat labored, he raised his head and managed a weak smile, “Gracias.”

 

10:26 P.M.

 

Dr. Zimmerman was at the desk filling out paperwork when Susan approached him. Without looking up from his papers he sighed, “Yes, what is it now?”

“Doctor, Mr. Garcia in room seven is complaining of a serious headache and his arm is still hurting. Dr. West started him on Tylenol and antibiotics an hour ago. His temperature elevated--99.1 to 100.7. BP is also elevated. He’s flushed and lesions have formed around the bite on his arm.”

Her report sparked his interest, “What’s his BP?”

Susan glanced at the chart, “When he arrived--9:32 this evening--his BP was 127/89. Last reading was 142/110.”

“I’ll look in on him in a minute.”

 

10:52 P.M.

 

“Good evening Mr. Garcia, I’m Doctor Zimmerman, Nurse Hamilton tells me you’re not feeling well.”

Mr. Garcia opened his eyes slowly and looked at the Doctor.  Both eyes were fiery crimson and a tear drop of blood trickled down the left side of his face. His forehead was beaded with sweat. Mr. Garcia tried to catch his breath to speak; the only sound he made was an unintelligible croak. His breathing had become labored and erratic. Steve pressed the “Nurse Call” button on the man’s bedrail. Moments later, Susan walked through the curtain and asked, “Yes Doctor Zimm…” She stopped when she saw the patient’s condition. 

Steve glared at her, “Step outside with me for a moment. Mr. Garcia, I’ll be right back.” Once out of earshot, Steve rounded on her, “What the hell is wrong with you? You didn’t say anything about the sclera or bleeding from the eyes—I would have expected even you to have noted. Not to mention the man can barely breathe.”

Susan flushed, not backing down; she looked right into Steve’s eyes and whispered, “Doctor, he wasn’t like that when I was taking vitals. Those symptoms must have manifested in the last few minutes.”

“I’m not interested in excuses. Get Doctor West in here. We need to run a full work up on this patient stat.”

 

11:20 P.M.

 

Doctors West and Zimmerman and the entire night shift nursing staff bustled around Mr. Garcia. The room was filled with the stench of vomit and human waste, augmented by the unmistakable smell of decaying flesh. The lesions had spread and completely covered his arms, and were weeping thick yellow pus. His temperature reached 104.1 and his blood pressure was off the charts. The man was bleeding from the eyes, ears, and nose and was completely unresponsive to all attempts at communication. 

The nurses checked and rechecked the patient’s vital signs while the doctors waited for blood test results from the lab. West had his suspicions about the etiology of these symptoms, but had never seen any disease manifest and accelerate at this rate. “Susan, would you please join us outside?” He motioned for Steve to follow.

“Certainly Doctor,” she said. 

The three stepped into the hallway. Doctor West sighed and spoke very quietly, “I think we may be dealing with a form of hemorrhagic fever, like Ebola, but I’ve never seen it firsthand. Susan didn’t you spend some time in Africa a few years back? I thought I heard you mention Marburg outbreaks? Have you seen anything like this?”

“You’re asking her?” Steve whispered in exasperation. “She couldn’t even tell me in the beginning what was going on with the patient. . .”

“I’d like to hear from Nurse Hamilton, if you don’t mind,” Doctor West said. 

Susan suppressed a grin and said, “I spent several months in the Congo in 1999. The World Health Organization was called out as well as the Red Cross--a massive outbreak of Marburg hemorrhagic fever at a village in the Orientale province. This patient shows many of the same symptoms. But his condition is worsening at a rate far faster than any I saw during my time in Africa. I’m at a loss.”

Dr. Zimmerman sneered, “She’s at a loss, what a surprise.”

Doctor West’s face hardened, “Doctor Zimmerman, I have had enough of your abusive attitude and insults. One more word out of you and I will see to it you are dismissed from your post. Is that clear?”

Steve gaped as if he had just been gut-punched, “I was only…”

“Do you understand?” Doctor West interrupted. 

“Yes sir,” Steve muttered, looking at the floor. 

Doctor West continued, “Susan, please go to the lab and find out about those blood tests? If this is a strain of hemorrhagic fever, protocol is for us to isolate the patient and alert the Center for Disease Control in Atlanta. Doctor Zimmerman, call ICU and have them get a unit ready. Tell them the patient is to be quarantined immediately. All attending staff should observe level 4 protocols. I’ll get CDC on the line.”

“Yes sir,” they replied in unison and rushed off. Doctor West returned to room seven. Mr. Garcia’s condition had deteriorated. The bleeding from his eyes, ears, and nose had worsened; his breathing had become more labored than an asthmatic during a major attack. He thrashed around as he growled and snapped at the staff. Doctor West picked up the phone and dialed security, “Chuck, code postal room seven, stat!” 

 

11:24 P.M.

 

Chuck burst into the room, breathing heavily, “What’s the problem Doc?” Chuck panted. 

“We need restraints--this patient is becoming violent. I have to sedate him, but I need him under control.”

“Yes sir,” Chuck left faster than he came in. 

Mr. Garcia screamed; his eyes were wide open and completely red, blood flowed from every orifice and he was soaked with sweat. He thrashed violently and knocked over the I.V. stand next to his bed. As it fell, it pulled the tube from his arm.  

Chuck returned with restraints in hand. 

 “Chuck, give me those. Put on a mask and gloves and hold this guy down, we’ve got to get him under control before he does any more harm to himself, or us.”

Chuck nodded and donned his protective gear. He grabbed Mr. Garcia’s arms and held them tightly to the gurney. The man thrashed and snapped at Chuck. “Hurry up Doc!” Mr. Garcia kicked and screamed like a madman, a wet gurgling noise accompanied the screams. 

Once the restraints were in place, Chuck released his grip. He saw huge black bruises on the man’s arms where his hands had just been, they were oozing a yellow pus-like substance mixed with blood. 

Doctor West ordered the nurses, “Atavan stat.” As Mr. Garcia continued to thrash in his restraints, the Doctor and Chuck held his arm while the nurse administered the sedative. Mr. Garcia slowed his thrashing, and became still. “Hook him back up and give him a Valium drip until we can figure out just what the hell is going on.” He left the room and returned to the nurse’s station. He punched up the emergency contacts and located the number for the CDC. 

 

April 20, 2011-12:10 A.M.

 

Doctor West paged all night shift department heads to report to ER nurse station two. In seconds, beepers went off all over the hospital. 

 

12:14 A.M.

 

Doctor West stood and calmly addressed the department heads, "For those of you not aware, we have a patient in isolation right now exhibiting symptoms of what may be viral hemorrhagic fever. We're waiting on blood tests to verify this diagnosis. I've alerted the CDC and briefed them on our patient. They'll be sending a team as soon as possible and have advised instituting level four protocols, which I have already done.” With this remark, the staff began to whisper to one another, shifting nervously on their feet. After a moment, Doctor West continued, “As of now, no one is to leave the hospital under any circumstances until the CDC team arrives and assesses the situation. All incoming patients will be redirected to FairfieldHospital. Security has locked down all exits to the building. These are all precautionary measures. The CDC team should be here within two hours." The murmuring began again as many member of the staff stared at Doctor West, many appeared to be in a near state of shock. Doctor Zimmerman began, "Doctor West, what are we supposed to…"

Doctor West interrupted, "Doctor Zimmerman, would you please report to ICU/Isolation and ensure our patient is receiving aggressive antibiotic treatment and sedation? I'll join you there shortly. Nurse Hamilton, I would like you there as well. Everyone else please report back to your departments and quietly inform your staff, we don't want to cause a panic among the patients."

 

12:37 A.M.

 

Doctors Zimmerman and West stood by Mr. Garcia's bed in the ICU/Isolation ward. Nurse Hamilton, on the other side of the bed shook her head in silence. 

Doctor West spoke, "Time of death?"

Susan looked at her watch, "Just now. 12:37 A.M."

Steve turned to Doctor West and asked, "How could he have died from a viral infection in what? Three hours? I don't get it."

Doctor West, shaking his head replied, "I don't know, I've never even heard of a virus that kills this fast."

Cheryl Chapman, one of the duty nurses knocked on the window and held a clipboard up, "I have the lab results."

As Susan pulled the sheet over Mr. Garcia, Steve and Doctor West entered the adjoining negative flow scrub room, removed and disposed of their protective clothing, scrubbed up, and walked into the hallway.  

Doctor West took the clipboard from Cheryl and scrutinized the results. As his eyes moved back and forth across the paper, they grew wide. "No trace of viral or bacteriological infections in the blood? Are you sure you brought me the right labs?"

Cheryl nodded. 

"We need answers, not more questions," Steve said, a tremor in his voice.

Doctor West handed the clipboard to Cheryl, "OK. Stay calm. The normal screenings wouldn’t necessarily turn up something like this.” He looked up at her, “Please take new blood samples from Mr. Garcia and prep them for CDC. Since I’ve contacted them, they’ll be interested in the results. "

"Yes sir, I'll get right on it," Cheryl stepped into the scrub room. 

Doctor West turned to Steve, "Call the morgue and get a team up here to help you transport him downstairs and get him prepared for an autopsy. Let’s hope the CDC has a pathologist with them. Remember, level four protocols—we can’t have this thing spreading,” Doctor West turned and headed down the hall. 

 

12:41 A.M.

 

Steve donned his protective gear and entered the isolation room just as the Cheryl finished drawing blood. 

With a disdainful glare at Cheryl he said, "Make sure you do it right this time.” 

 She tried to maintain a civil tone and was almost successful, "Yes Doctor Zimmerman, I'll make sure it's done correctly, again." She placed the fresh vials of blood in the biohazard container, sealed it, and left the room. 

Steve picked up the phone and dialed the extension for the morgue, "This is Doctor Zimmerman, I need a gurney and two men up in isolation. We have a subject in need of transport to autopsy." After a short pause, "Just get up here, this is top priority." He hung up. "Once, just once, I'd like to have people around me who are competent." As he began to remove the patient's restraints, the man twitched. Steve stepped back and watched the man for a few moments. He didn't move again. Steve chalked it up to his imagination, and went back to removing the restraints. After freeing the patient's arms, he turned and began on the leg straps. With his back turned on Mr. Garcia, Steve heard a low rasping moan. His heart skipped a beat at the noise, he heard moans like these before with deceased subjects, he quickly convinced himself it was simply a case of gas.

 The man who had once been Mr. Garcia sprang upright in his bed, grabbing for the doctor. Steve turned on the spot, and barely escaped Garcia's grasp. He clawed at Steve's face as he fell forward, tearing through Steve's protective mask and leaving three long scratches on his cheek. The man's eyes were feral, there didn't appear to be anything human left in them. He snarled and lunged at Steve again, his left leg still partially strapped, he toppled over the side. His leg twisted and broke with a wet snap and his head smashed into the tile floor, opening a gaping wound. 

Garcia tried to rise, but still strapped to the table he kept falling. He lunged again at Steve and snapped like a wild dog. The leg strap gave way and he stood, unbalanced by the broken leg. Steve ran from the room screaming. 

As he cleared the door, Steve slammed into the two men from the morgue knocking all three of them to the floor. The infected appeared in the doorway. Its eyes fixed on the men on the ground. It limped toward them, dragging its broken leg behind it. It dropped to its knees right on top of one of the orderlies and sank its teeth into the man's bicep. The orderly shrieked and punched the infected's head as it ripped away a large chunk of flesh. The other orderly sprang to his feet and grabbed the infected by the shoulders, pulling it away from the screaming man on the floor. The infected spun and sank its teeth into the orderly's throat, savaging him, spattering blood on the walls and floor. He fell, choking as the infected continued to tear at him. His partner picked up a metal clipboard that had been on the gurney and smashed it into the infected's head, tearing away a flap of the scalp and splattering blood on the wall; the infected turned and threw itself on him. Its teeth sank into the man's neck.  He shrieked as blood flowed like a river down from the gaping wound and held his hand out to Steve, "Get this guy the hell off of me…" he gurgled and gasped, spraying blood with his last exhalation. Steve wind-milled backward as the now-dead orderly sat up and began to move toward his former partner. Panic-stricken, Steve spun and ran down the hallway, ignoring the man’s screams.

 

12:52 A.M.

 

Chuck stared out the ER lobby window at the scene unfolding in the parking lot. He counted as thirteen large army trucks pulled into the lot, from each of these, men in black suits and gas masks armed with rifles jumped out and took position around the front. With the new distraction of the armed soldiers, he lost count of the vehicles as they steadily flowed onto the access road and headed to the other side of the hospital. He went to the security desk and picked up the phone. 

Doctor West listened as Chuck told him about the developing situation outside. Susan watched West intently.  This wouldn't be good news, but then, it seemed tonight wasn't about good news. West nodded a few more times and then spoke, "Thanks Chuck, I'll be there as soon as I can." Doctor West hung up the phone, closed his eyes and lowered his head. The lines on his face seemed to deepen as he grimaced; he brushed his disheveled graying hair from his forehead with a sweaty hand and took a deep, slow breath. It seemed to Susan that he had aged ten years since the beginning of the shift.  

Susan leaned in close to Doctor West, "What's going on? I'm guessing it isn't good news."

Doctor West glanced around and lowered his voice, "It appears our CDC 'guests' have arrived."

"Isn't that a good thing? It means help is here."

"Apparently it isn't just a team of doctors. From what Chuck said it's a full military convoy--a small army. They've surrounded the hospital.” He shook his head and grasped the edge of the counter. "I thought I was scared before, but now I'm terrified. These people know something we don't, something really bad."

"Perhaps it’s just a precaution?”

"That's what worries me the most Susan.” He shook his head again, as though trying to dislodge something. "I'm not sure I want to know what precautions like this could be for."

She patted his shoulder, "I'm not sure I want to know either. But the way I see it, knowing is better than not knowing."

Doctor West cracked a weak smile, "I hope you're right Susan, I really do. Page Doctor Zimmerman and tell him our guests have arrived and I'd like him to join me here in ER. I'm heading outside to speak with them."

"Of course Doctor West, right away." Susan picked up the phone as Doctor West went to the front entrance. 

 

12:54 A.M.

 

Steve huddled in the maintenance closet, terrified to make the slightest sound. In the hallway outside, chaos reigned. He could hear people screaming, furniture and glass breaking, and a constant low moaning punctuated by wet slurping noises. In the minutes since Garcia died and began to walk, most of the floor had become infected. All who died in the attacks got up almost immediately and began to kill. The situation had cascaded out of control. A loud crash--someone was flung against the door outside. The door shook in its frame as whoever it was kicked and thrashed against an attacker. Shrieks filled the air and a trickle of blood flowed underneath the door. Steve buried his head between his knees and said something he hoped resembled a prayer.

 

12:57 A.M.

 

Doctor West stood in the ER lobby and looked out the large glass windows into the parking lot. At least one hundred men stood, knelt, and crouched about fifty feet from the front entrance. They were all heavily armed and dressed in protective clothing. The officer in charge barked out orders and directed his troops to take position behind makeshift barriers they had constructed. Doctor West waved his arms over his head, trying to get the leader's attention. The officer looked his way, but did not return the wave and didn't acknowledge the doctor. 

"This doesn't look good, Chuck," said Doctor West. Chuck nodded, too nervous to speak. A few of the nurses and other hospital staff had also come to the lobby. They murmured and shuffled around nervously. 

Doctor West picked up a house phone. He dialed nine for an outside line but instead of the expected three beeps and a dial tone, it was silent. He hung up and tried again, twice with no better luck. He then dialed the extension for the nurses' station. After two rings he heard Susan's voice on the other end. "Station two," she said. 

"Just checking to see if the internal system is still working. I can't seem to get an outside line. Would you try from there? I want to talk the CDC."

"Just a moment," Susan said. After a pause she was back, "I'm sorry Doctor West, I can't seem to get an outside line either."

Doctor West took his cell phone from his pocket, flipped it open and frowned at the screen, "How about your cell phone?"

"No service," she replies. 

"Thanks. Please call me at the security desk when Doctor Zimmerman gets there."

"Will do," Susan replied. 

Doctor West turned to Chuck, who had his cell phone in his hand. He looked at Doctor West and shook his head.

"This keeps getting better and better. I'm going out there to talk to them."

"Do you think that's a good idea Doc? They don't look sociable." 

"I'm just going to talk to them. Everything will be fine. Unlock that door for me, will you?"Chuck nodded, fumbled with his keys and unlocked the latches. "Doc? Be careful, huh? I don't feel good about this."

Doctor West placed a reassuring hand on Chuck’s shoulder, "Don't worry, it'll be fine."

He walked through the door and into the entry foyer of the hospital, wishing he felt as certain as his words. The moment he stepped outside, several bright lights flashed on and focused on him. 

"Stop where you are, go back inside, now," an amplified voice ordered. Against the bright lights, he couldn't see the source. He saw dozens of red laser dots dancing on his chest as the soldiers aimed their rifles.

He raised his hands and said, "My name is Doctor West. I'm the senior member of the medical staff. I need to talk to whoever's in charge."

"Go back inside and stay there; the CDC team will be arriving shortly. You can speak with them when they do," the voice responded.  

"But…," Doctor West began. 

"You have ten seconds to return to the building. This is your last warning. Ten . . . nine. . ."

An icy hand clutched Doctor West's heart. Whatever this disease was, these people had no intention of letting it escape the confines of the hospital. He walked slowly backwards, his hands still raised in the air. After passing through the entrance door he turned, his eyes wide and sweat flowed freely down his face, "Chuck, lock up please," he sighed and collapsed into one of the hard lobby chairs. 

 

1:03 A.M.

 

In the cardio ward on four, a floor beneath the ICU/Isolation ward, Judy Michaels sat at the nurses' station, completing paperwork on her patients. Sarah Turner, the other ward nurse walked up to the desk, "If I work too many more nights, my husband is going to get a girlfriend."

Judy chuckled, "What do you mean going to? He's a real catch." She winked at Sarah.

"Ha ha, very funny."


Someone slammed into the stairwell exit door and was now pounding on it, as if frantic to get in. 

"What the hell was that?" Judy asked. 

Sarah, shrugged, "Don't know, better call security." The pounding at the door continued. It was joined by more noise from the stairwell, as if several people were now banging at the door. They heard loud moans and grunts. 

Judy dialed security. "Hello…Hello? Come on, pick up the damn phone… Chuck? We have a problem here in Cardio. Yeah. Several people are in the stairwell, pounding on the door and making a lot of noise. Can you send someone up?" As she listened to the guard's response, the stairwell door sprang open and people came running out, some in hospital garb and others in patient gowns. Their eyes were red; most were covered with vicious wounds, as if they had been mauled by wild animals. One man's throat was ripped open; another's upper right arm was stripped down to the bone. Every one of them was covered in blood. Judy screamed and dropped the phone, staring at the infected, frozen to the spot. The infected zeroed in on the two nurses and charged them. Judy and Sarah screamed and tried to run, they were overtaken and torn to pieces. Eight of the infected walked away with an arm or a leg while the others tried to grab what they held. On the other end of the phone Chuck yelled, "Judy? Sarah? What's happening? Judy!" Droning moans were the only answer. 

Sarah’s head lay in the middle of the hall, her once beautiful face caked with her own blood. Her body had been torn to pieces and hauled away by the things that had killed her. Her eyes flicked open and began to scan the limits of her vision, looking for prey.

 

1:05 A.M.

 

Doctor West called Susan over to the desk. “Chuck just got a call from Cardio, something's happened to the nurses there."

Susan's eyes widened and her jaw hung slack for a moment, unable to voice her feelings. "What the hell is going on here?"

"I don't know. Alert the department heads to lock down their sections until we get this under control. Chuck and another guard are checking out the problem on four. Have you seen Doctor Zimmerman?"

"No," Susan looked over her shoulder, "I haven't seen him since we left ICU."

 

1:10 A.M.

 

Chuck and Paul, the other night security guard, heard the pandemonium when they entered the stairwell. A few floors up, people screamed, furniture and equipment crashed against walls, glass shattered and rained to the floor. A nurse burst into the stairwell from the fifth floor, screaming. She ran down the stairs and tripped over her own feet. She tumbled down half the flight of steps and hit the landing. Chuck and Paul ran up the stairs. When they arrived on the landing, they saw her neck had been broken by the fall, and she had been covered in bite marks. Blood stained the white fabric of her uniform.  

They heard several more crashes and shrieks coming from the door. They peered around the door frame and saw perhaps a dozen people, covered in gore, running through the halls. Chuck recognized several of them as hospital employees. The rest had been patients. He saw the man he had restrained earlier in the evening. He looked nothing like the man Chuck had seen barely an hour ago. His face, hands and limbs were swollen, his leg was horribly twisted and broken and there wasn't an inch of the man's body that wasn't covered with sores and blood. Chuck looked at Paul, put his finger to his lips and motioned to head back down the stairs. Paul nodded agreement and followed Chuck’s lead. This was too much for them to handle alone. They crept down the stairs as the screams and moans continued on the fourth floor. The door on the third floor landing burst open, several more of the infected poured into the stairwell. Chuck and Paul drew their batons, "Get back, I…I don't want to use this," Chuck stuttered as he brandished the weapon. The infected paid no attention to the warning and rushed forward. Chuck brought his baton down on the first one’s head, caving in the skull. Paul screamed as he swung his baton wildly, hitting anything that moved in his direction. The infected on the fourth and fifth floors heard the cacophony and rushed into the narrow stairwell, leaving the guards nowhere to run. Chuck swung his club again and again, cracking the skulls of the infected, dropping them to the ground. He heard Paul scream and turned, one of the infected had dragged him to the ground and others jumped on top of him and sank their teeth into his flesh. "Paul!" Chuck yelled. Although Paul was only five or six feet away, it might as well have been miles. In the second it took for Chuck to turn and start for Paul, the infected had dragged Chuck to the ground as well. 

 

1:25 A.M.

 

Panicked phone calls had been pouring in to the nurses' station for the last few minutes. People on every floor reported the same thing, infected attacking and killing everyone in their way. Doctor West and the other staff pushed desks, chairs and equipment in front of the stairwell doors in an attempt to barricade it. One of the infected reached its hand through the narrow opening of the closing door just as Doctor West was pushing a desk up against it. He managed to shove it back into the stairwell and secure the door before more arrived. The infected pounded on the stairwell door, trying to get in. There were dozens of them, moaning and pounding against the door. Doctor West turned to Susan and the two other nurses from the ER, "I have to go outside and try to get help." 

“They’ll shoot you on sight!” Susan protested.

“What choice do we have? We’ve got to do something.”

The nurses hesitated for a moment and Susan gave Doctor West a silent nod. 

"Ok, follow me, move!" 

They ran to the lobby. The spotlights shining in from outside were blinding.  

"Get behind the security desk." Doctor West panted as he ran for the front door. The doors didn't move when he came near. They were locked. He pounded on the glass in terror and frustration, “Chuck’s got the damn keys!”

He picked up one of the hard wooden chairs from the lobby and slammed it into the glass; it cracked, but didn't break. He slammed the chair into it again and again making a little more progress with each blow, small pieces of the chair splintering away each time. On the sixth try, the glass gave way and came free from the frame. He used the chair to push the glass out, dropped it and ran outside waving his arms frantically.  

"Stop where you are and return to the building, this is your only warning. Repeat. Stop where you are and return to the building," the voice boomed through a loudspeaker. 

Doctor West continued to run; he waved franticly in the air, "Wait! Help us! Help us,  damn you, something is loose in there and…" The chatter of automatic weapons fire filled the air, blood, tissue and bone erupted from Doctor West. He fell to the ground, dead before he landed. 

Susan held her hands over her ears and screamed. She screamed so loud and so long that her throat seemed to catch fire. The other two nurses with her did the same. In a moment of silence, Susan heard the barricade in front of the stairwell give way, the sound of running feet filled the hallway leading to the lobby. They had broken through. Susan grabbed the hands of the other two nurses and ran to the restroom; she dragged them in with her. They slammed the door. Susan locked it and prayed it would hold. She pushed the two others into a stall and followed them. She locked it. They were all sobbing and gulping air. Susan deliberately slowed her breathing. “Quiet,” she said firmly. “If they don’t hear us, they may forget we’re here.” The pounding continued on the door. She heard shrieks, moans, and growls as the infected swarmed into the lobby. Suddenly the pounding stopped, even though the moaning was just as loud. It was getting softer by the moment.

 

1:37 A.M.

 

The infected closest to the ER door ran through it and into the parking lot. Others followed closely. As they ran, the soldiers opened fire, hundreds of bullets ripped through the infected, tearing them to shreds. Pieces of them flew through the air, hitting the building and sidewalk like confetti at a parade. The gunfire continued and infected were ripped apart. Then, as quickly as it started, the gunfire stopped. Dozens of bodies lay on the ground, covered with bullet holes, other injuries and blood. Two soldiers with canisters that looked like fire extinguishers moved in and sprayed the entire area.

 

Epilogue

 

2:30 A.M.

 

The sound of sporadic gunfire echoed through the hospital as the soldiers conducted clean and sweep operations for any remaining infected. The team of doctors from the CDC arrived and were debriefing and examining the nurses. Susan sat in the lobby, waiting for her turn.

A large man sat down in front of Susan, he wore the same black protective clothing as the other soldiers. "We're going to need you to answer a few questions about tonight. After our doctors finish, please report back to me. My name is Colonel Ortiz. My men will know where to find me." Without waiting for a response, he went back outside. 

As she sat for a moment, breathing deeply after her encounter she felt a tear trickle down her cheek. She heard the sobs of a child and saw a small boy huddled in the corner under a green army blanket. She wiped away the tear with the back of her hand and went to sit beside him. Susan put her hand on his shoulder and said, “Hello, my name is Susan. What’s yours?” 

 

2:33 A.M.

 

The soldiers of second platoon cleared out the fourth floor. They checked each room for infected. Most of the stragglers had already been put down, but their orders were to sweep and clear the entire hospital. 

The platoon sergeant led his men down the corridor past the isolation rooms. They checked each room before securing the door and moving to the next. They turned the corner and saw a body lying in the hallway outside a door marked "Maintenance". The sergeant ordered two squad members to check the body out. One soldier kept his weapon trained on the body as the other used his foot to turn it over. The solider closest to the body retched and vomit splattered the inside of the mask, covering the lenses The body had been torn open, entrails splattered onto the floor, there were bite marks all over the body and its head had been crushed. "Get another body bag over here. Extreme caution with this one, he's not exactly in good shape," the sergeant ordered. Two more members of his team came and dragged the body away from the door. The sergeant heard a thump from inside the closet, he held up his hand, signaling his men to be quiet. He motioned for two of his men to take positions on opposite sides of the door. Once they were in place, he held up three fingers counting down. Once the count hit zero, the men threw the door open as the rest took aim. A man in a white lab coat was sprawled on the floor. His name badge read 'Dr. S. Zimmerman M.D.', the man was soaked with the blood that had poured under the door, and his face sported three long, deep scratches. His eyes, nose, and ears were bleeding. The sergeant raised his weapon and covered the Doctor. "Medic, give me a sit rep, now." 

The medic rushed into the closet and inserted a small probe into the man's ear. It beeped and turned bright red after several seconds. 

"Infected. Stage three."

"Get a gurney over here," the sergeant ordered. "Get this man strapped down and get him outta here. The Colonel wants a subject. Looks like this poor bastard just volunteered."









Mommy and Daddy

By Bowie V. Ibarra

 

“Mommy, am I going to die?”

“No, mi’jo. You’re going to be alright.”

The little boy was close to tears. Fear laced every word.

“Are you sure?”

“Yes, Jerry. I’m sure.”

It was a lie and she knew it. The fact was she didn’t know the answer at all. But she wasn’t going to tell that her only son, her baby.

When she saw the beginning of the epidemic just a day ago, she never imagined it would be at her door in south Texas the very next day. The 24-hour news cycle always made things seem unreal and theatrical. The saturation of news almost made real news seem irrelevant. In fact, if a celebrity wasn’t involved, it didn’t seem like something important.

However, her son being bit by the family dog was real. It was relevant, very relevant. The so-called “Biter Syndrome” (as Matt Lauer and the news media had christened the medical crisis just that morning on The Today Show) was an epidemic sweeping the nation. It was affecting not only humans, but pets as well, who became “Biters” just like their human counterparts.

Early news reports had claimed cats, dogs, even gerbils and birds, were now being affected. When the family dachshund, Emily McFartface, bit Jerry at dinner the night before, it wasn’t long before Jerry developed symptoms of Biter Syndrome. Once that happened, there was no question mama bear was going to take baby bear to the doctor.

“Is Emily McFartface going to be okay?” asked Jerry. “Are we going to take him to the vet?” He was gazing at his bandaged arm. Blood had soaked through the white gauze. 

“You’re stepdad might have put her down already.”

“He’s my dad, mom,” groaned Jerry. “Why did he put him down?”

“Because she was sick, baby.”

“Don’t we have medicina for him?”

“Her, baby,” clarified his mom. “And no. Unfortunately, we didn’t have any medicina for the dog.”

“Awwww,” groaned Jerry as they pulled into the hospital parking lot. The gate where she collected a ticket for parking was open, so she went ahead and drove in. It was crowded, and clearly a busy day at the hospital. She was hoping it was not so busy at the pediatric section of the hospital. 

As she picked her way through the crowd with Jerry in tow, his small hand holding hers, she couldn’t help but notice there was a strong military presence. They wore patches on their arms clearly labeled CDC.

It was one of those people clad in fatigues who signed them in to the hospital at a desk set up near the entrance. Mama Bear was lucky to find a chair in a waiting room, and she put her little boy on her lap. He snuggled close to her. She could feel his fever rising.

“I’m so hot,” he whispered. 

“It’s going to be okay, baby. They’re going to help you.”

“Is dad coming?”

She wanted to correct him again. It hurt her to hear him call her 2nd husband that. Instead, she said, “I hope so.”

Time passed slowly, but the line for check-in grew surprisingly fast. Mama Bear smiled. They had been fortunate to beat the rush.

Someone turned up the volume of the TV that was in the waiting room. It was set on the news channel. The report caught her attention.

“… has spread exponentially. Hospitals across the country and world have been affected and congested for hours today with no end in sight. People affected with, or in most cases, suspected of being affected by Biter Syndrome are lining the halls of hospitals. Fever, delusions, and dementia have been reported, but those symptoms have not been confirmed as linked to the Syndrome. The US government has ceased all flights. The panic is making the president consider lobbying congress, the members that have not returned to their congressional districts, to put the country in a state of emergency. The ….”

Someone then stood up and changed the channel. The lady clicked through the stations before finding a rerun of “Dancing with the Stars.”

“Thank you,” came a chorus of relieved voices. It was as if the news was producing some kind of agony in them. The lack of facts, or just general ignorance, made the channel-change provide relief.

Mama Bear was appalled and was going to say something when a muffled voice called a familiar name.

“Geraldo Prado?”

“Here,” she called out amid the mass of people. Hope tapped her heart. 

A military figure approached, wearing a mask over her nose and mouth. The figure motioned for them to approach. Mama Bear lifted her baby on her shoulder and walked to the soldier, smiling.

“Is this Geraldo Prado?”

“Yes,” she said.

“Your name?”

“Tracy Prado.”

Tracy was suddenly nudged out of the way by a skinny woman. The woman started shouting in the soldiers face.

“Hey, I was here before her!”

Tracy looked at the lady, who was just another agitated Mama Bear trying to make it happen for her charge. She was holding a sick child about Jerry’s age in her arms.

“I want her spot,” demanded the lady.

“Lady, you are not next,” said the CDC rep. “Her name is next on the list.”

“Where’s my name?” the lady asked, trying to pull the clipboard into her view.

“C’mon, lady,” said Tracy. “Don’t pull this shit now. I got a kid, too.”

Before the agitated lady could respond, the CDC lady just shoved the woman aside, saying, “Get over there and sit down or we will kick you out.”

“This is bullshit,” the lady shouted before standing down and returning to her seat.

Tracy just grinned, turning to follow the CDC person. But she did throw the middle finger in the general direction of the lady, who returned the bird in kind.

Into the next hallway, there was another masked CDC soldier, who asked Tracy to put Jerry on a gurney that was lined against the hallway with a dozen others. Tracy couldn’t help but notice some of the patients on those gurneys were gagged.

“Mommy, what’s in their mouth?”

“They’re sick, baby,” said Tracy, trying to distract Jerry.

Tracy was handed a facemask and asked to wait. She looked back and could see the other Mama Bear yelling at her from a distance. She put on the mask as Jerry spoke.

“Is dad coming?”

Stepdad, she thought. “I think so, baby.”

“Mom?”

“Yes, Jerry?”

“Your mask makes you look scary.”

It was an innocent statement. His face was filled with fear, and it hurt Tracy. It almost made her cry.

She might have started crying, but then a CDC person arrived.

“What’s the situation?” the masked female CDC person asked.

“Bit by a dog,” said Tracy, trying to be concise.

The CDC lady took Jerry’s temperature and blood pressure. She documented it before taking the bandage off to look at the bite amid the shuffling people of the crowded hallway.

The wound had turned a dark green, making the CDC official’s eyes bulge. She replaced the bandage with a new one.

“We’re going to get you some help, my friend,” said the CDC lady. Jerry could feel her smile under the mask.

“Thank you,” he muttered, relieved. Surely they would make the pain go away.

The CDC lady pulled Tracy aside and whispered. “I need you to be strong and listen to me. Your son is very sick. I don’t know how much longer he has.”

Now the CDC lady was lying. After seeing the wound, she knew he didn’t have long. Tracy didn’t want to do anything else but believe there was hope.

“Is it Biter Syndrome?” asked Tracy.

“We just don’t know at this point. We’ll be right back to draw blood. When we return, we will… we will have to gag him.”

“Okay,” groaned Tracy. “Okay.”

It was the last thing she expected to hear. She tried to keep herself together, fighting back tears, tears that had been fighting to fall. Staying in control, she returned to Jerry.

“Mommy.”

“Yes, Jerry.”

“I love you.”

It was a punch to the gut. She whimpered, fighting the emotional pain as much as she could. “I love you, too, baby boy.”

“I’m not a baby,” he said back. His breath stressed, struggling to get out of his mouth. “I’m six.”

Her iPhone tinkled, signaling a text.

“Is that daddy?”

She pulled the phone from her purse. Unlocking the screen, she saw the text was, indeed, from his stepfather.

“It’s him, baby boy,” she said, smiling under the mask. “It’s him.”

Smiling, she read the text:

 

Where the hell are you bitch

 

She frowned, closing the text screen.

“Oh, great,” whispered Jerry, smiling. “I’m so glad daddy is on his way.”

Tracy sent a text to the stepfather with their location. “I’m glad he’s on the way, too, baby boy,” she said, hiding her despair with all the skill of a world-class poker player. “I’m glad, too.”

“Mommy,” said Jerry.

“What, mi’jo?”

“I hurt,” he whispered.

Tracy knelt down beside the gurney, moving to her son’s level. People trying to maneuver through the crowded hallway made faces of annoyance at her. But she ignored them while still trying to make room for them.

“What hurts, baby boy?”

“Mom,” groaned Jerry. “I’m not a baby.”

“Oh, mi’jo,” said Tracy, fighting back tears. “You’re always going to be my baby.”

“Oh, mom,” he groaned.

“What hurts?”

“My arms.
My legs.
My body. It hurts.”

“Oh, baby,” said Tracy, letting a set of tears roll down each cheek. “We’re going to find you some help, mi’jo.”

An intense heartache was torturing her heart with fear, with helplessness. They were both at the mercy of the malady. Whatever it was, it was violating her maternal need to help her baby.

She knew, in her heart, her son’s condition was dire. She could see it in Jerry’s eyes. She saw it in the eyes of the masked lady from the CDC. It was the most horrible feeling she had ever felt in her life. It was as if a vise was placed on her heart, slowly cranking it tight, crushing it.

“Mommy,” said Jerry.

“Yes, son?”

“I want to be a doctor when I grow up.”

“Really,” said Tracy, hoping the conversation would help ease both their pain. “Why is that?”

“Because they help people and little kids. And animals.”

“Well, a pediatrician helps little kids,” said Tracy. “But a veterinarian helps animals. Not a pediatrician.”

“Eggs are like Fruit Loops, too.”

Tracy’s heart skipped a beat. Jerry was losing his mind. Dementia: a late symptom of Biter Syndrome. 

“Why are eggs like Fruit Loops, baby boy?”

“Because,” he said. It was as if he was going to say something else, but he didn’t. Instead, he lay still in the gurney, looking at the ceiling as if something was there.

Tracy gently ran her hand through his hair. It didn’t matter that he was sweating from the fever. She just wanted to ease his pain with the simple gesture of loving affection.

“Ms. Prado?” came a voice.

Tracy looked up to see a man in a white coat and mask standing next to the gurney.

“That’s me,” Tracy said, standing up.

“Daddy?” asked Jerry.

Stepdad, thought Tracy. She answered back, “No, Jerry. It’s the doctor.”

“I want to be a doctor when I grow up. Help little animals.”

Upon hearing the statement, the doctor looked at the boy. After observing him briefly, he turned to Tracy with eyes that knew truth. He didn’t even ask what the problem was. He just asked, “Where is the bite?”

Tracy pointed at Jerry’s arm. The doctor dutifully had a look at the wound. He peeled the bandage back to see the wound that had turned dark green and black. He took a moment to reexamine the stats the CDC nurse had documented. Then, he leaned down toward Jerry.

“What’s your name, buddy?”

“Daddy?”

“No. I’m not daddy, my friend. I’m Dr. Malone.”

“I’m Jerry.”

“Good,” said the doctor. A spark of hope flashed in his heart like a match that was struck but didn’t light. “Good. Good to talk to you, Jerry. Does your body hurt yet?” Tracy could tell it was a loaded question.

“Yes,” came the reply.

“Jerry, I’m going to bring you something to help ease the pain, okay?”

“Thank you,” whispered Jerry, groaning in misery. It was as if the doctor mentioning the hurt brought it back to the forefront of Jerry’s mind.

The doctor signaled for the CDC lady to move Jerry to room 167, then pulled Tracy aside.

The doctor was blunt. “Ms. Prado, I’m going to give you an honest assessment. Your son has Biter Syndrome. He’s going to die soon. Very soon.”

Tracy began to fall apart.

“We’re moving him to a room where he can pass slowly. We don’t want him out here with the others at this point. We are going to give him morphine to ease the pain.”

Tracy watched as they wheeled Jerry in the gurney down the crowded hall.

“Considering the circumstance, we would recommend you stay with him. But I’ll leave that up to you.”

Tracy nodded her head. “I’m staying,” she said, wiping tears away from her eyes. “I’m staying.”

“The nurses will be administering the morphine drip,” said the doctor. “I’m very sorry,” he said, taking her hand. “Take care.”

Tracy just nodded as the doctor went back to work. She turned to walk down the hallway where Jerry was taken, having to pass a line of gurneys with sick passengers. Their family members stood by the side of their sick relatives. CDC and other medical staff tended to them, doing the best they could.

On one gurney, an old man had clearly suffered a bite on his shoulder. On another, a young girl and his father were weeping. She had a bite on her leg. On yet another, a woman was dealing with what appeared to be the common cold.

Just up ahead, Jerry was wheeled into a room. In spite of the circumstances, Tracy thought the room would be just like any other hospital room, with two beds and a cloth partition. Certainly, they would have some privacy.

When she turned the corner, she thought to herself, What was I thinking?

The room had no beds in it. Even the lay-z-boy style chairs were removed. What was left was a nightmare of gurneys with dying people on them. In fact, as Tracy walked in, she saw the process by which Biter Syndrome patients were dealt with in their final hours.

Each person in the room was strapped down to the gurney. Even their heads were strapped down. Some were struggling to break free. Their bodies rattled in a frenzy of anger. They groaned, but their mouths were gagged. A CDC official was placing a blanket over a person. They then wheeled the lady out, right past Tracy. A family member followed the sad vehicle, weeping as she passed Tracy. It took a Herculean effort to stay strong amid the mire of misery in the room.

“Mommy,” called out Jerry. “Mommy?”

“I’m here, Jerry,” she said, taking his hand. His fever was breaking. The heat of the sickness was being replaced by a cold stiffness in his hands.

“Mommy, will daddy be here soon?” he moaned.

“He’s on the way, son,’ she said. “He’ll be here soon.”

“Good,” he said, spacing out. “I miss daddy. I see… I see these shapes. I just…” He was losing consciousness. “I just…”

“Take it easy, baby boy. It’s going to be okay.”

“Mom,” he groaned. “I’m not a baby.”

Tracy smiled. Even on his last leg, her son was spunky.

She couldn’t help but be sad. The youthful exuberance of her six-year old son clearly did not comprehend the dire circumstance he was in. The naïveté of his young mind understood death in a broad sense, but never thought it would happen to him. Only old people died.

It was real. Death was at his doorstep, but he didn’t know it.

There was, however, someone more present and concrete arriving at his bed, bringing his own brand of hell following with him.

“Why the hell didn’t you come down and show me the way up here?” shouted Jack Prado, storming into the room. “Do you know how crowded it is down there? You could have at least called and talked me up.”

Tracy tried to calm the big lout down. “Jack, please. We need to talk.”

“Daddy,” whispered Jerry with as much energy as he could muster. The call was so quiet, mommy and daddy could not hear him over their shouting.

“Goddamn right we need to talk. Why the hell do you want to make me look stupid trying to find you?”

It was beginning to bother the other people in the room.

“Excuse me, sir,” said a nearby female senior. “Please. My husband is dying here.”

“Stay out of this, old lady,” shouted Jack.

“Jack,” yelled Tracy in embarrassment.

“Daddy,” whispered Jerry, with as much strength as possible.

“Don’t you talk to my wife like that, you young bastard,” said the dying male senior strapped to the bed, sweating in the white sheets of the gurney.

“Go to hell, old man,” shouted Jack, flipping him off.

A military CDC person approached Jack. “Stop now or you will be removed, sir.”

“It hurts,” whispered Jerry, completely ignored.

Tracy stepped in front of the CDC person. “We’ll be just fine. Thank you.”

Jack turned his anger to Jerry. “What did I tell you about that dog, Jerry? Huh? What did I say?”

Jerry just smiled. His body was going cold. “It’s good to see you, daddy.”

Jack turned to Tracy. “I don’t understand how you can put up with such a stupid child.”

There was too much emotion pent up, too much emotion held back since she arrived for her not to respond. Tracy reacted to the rude comment with violence. She slapped Jack across the face twice, paint-brushing him.

“You bastard! How dare you walk in here shouting like that when my son is dying!”

Jack softened up, holding his face. He glared at Tracy.

“You walk in here, disrespecting these people, disrespecting me, disrespecting your son. Do you know who he’s been asking for since we’ve got here?”

Jack just shrugged, a whipped dog.

“You,” she shouted. “He’s been asking for you.”

“Mom,” whispered Jerry. “Dad.”

Then, as Tracy continued to shout, Jerry exhaled for the last time.

“Do you know how that makes me feel, to know that I did all this work by myself for my baby boy? Like shit, Jack. Like shit.” Tears began to lace her cheeks. Her cheeks and nose were turning pink. “He calls you his dad. Not his stepdad. His dad. You’re the only dad he’s ever known. He loves you, has been waiting to see you. And you act like this? You’re a bastard. You know that? A bastard.”

Jack stood, ashamed. “I didn’t know.”

“Of course you didn’t know, because you were too busy being a dick. You were out drinking, playing poker, or some other dumb shit instead of being his father. Now say hello to your stepson whose been waiting for you.”

Jack turned to little Jerry, who was lying peacefully on his back. His eyes were closed. 

Jack walked to the boy. He kneeled beside the bed.

“Hey, Jerry,” he said, meekly. “It’s me. Jack. Your… dad.”

Jerry just lay in peace.

“I heard you were waitin’ on me, little buddy. Here I am.”

Jerry didn’t move in his dead state.

“Jerry?”

Tracy realized something was wrong and moved to Jerry. She placed her hand on his arms, which were unusually stiff.

“Jerry!” she cried. “Oh, God, Jerry. Please. Wake up, son.”

Jerry was not budging. 

He was dead. 

The two parents looked at each other with shame.

Jack swallowed his pride. “I’m… I’m sorry.” He began to whimper.

“You bastard,” muttered Tracy.
“You bastard.”

“That’s what you get for being such a sonovabitch,” said the senior gentleman, grinning as he was fighting to survive in his bed. The senior female just glared at Jack, then turned back to her husband.

Jack was upset. But the severity of the moment took his edge away. The insult was appropriate. His selfishness cost him the last moments with his stepson. Rather, his son.

“Do you see?” whimpered Tracy. “Do you see how ignorant your selfish rage is? You were so blinded by your selfishness, you forgot why you were here.”

“Look, I’m sorry,” said Jack. “I’m sorry, alright?”

“Sorry’s not going to bring him back, Jack. Sorry’s not going to bring him back.”

“Please, Tracy,” said Jack, a cruel bitterness growing in his heart. “I said I’m sorry, alright?”

“Do you realize his final moments were spent with you yelling at me? You know that?” She had no problem laying down the guilt trip. “You wasted the final moments of your stepson, your son, yelling at me.”

“I need you to stop right now, Trace,” whispered Jack, “or…”

“Or what, you dick?
You going to hit me again?
You going to hit me in front of my son? Well, you can do it guilt-free now because he’s dead now. Dead!”

Then a voice stopped the fight stone cold.

“Mommy.”

Tracy froze in her place for a moment. Was it a ghost? It was her son’s voice. But he was dead.

Tracy slowly turned and looked at Jerry in unison with Jack. Slowly.
Frightened.

“Mommy,” whispered Jerry in a hoarse, cold voice. His eyes were open, but clearly changed. A thick fluid, like a cataract, covered both his pupils. His face was sunken. His skin was a clammy gray.

“Jerry?” whispered Tracy in disbelief.

The boy was able to wiggle his arms loose from the bonds. He raised them to Tracy. “Mommy.”

“Oh, Jerry,” said Tracy, frightened. He was a Biter. It was clear. It would be suicide taking him into her arms. Russian roulette.

But she did.

“My baby,” she whispered, taking Jerry into her arms. She loosened the strap around his head. “My baby.”

She held him. His face nuzzled in her neck and shoulders. It was cold against her flesh.

Tracy did not let go. She did not want to let go. She held him close.

Then, Jerry loosened his grip. Tracy stood up, weeping.

The boy turned painfully to Jack. “Daddy,” he whispered, reaching out to Jack.

Jack knew he was dead. Jack knew he was dangerous. But his guilt was too much.

Taking a deep breath, Jack leaned over, taking Jerry into his arms. “My son,” he whispered. “My son.”

He held his son. Jerry’s face was nuzzled in Jack’s neck and shoulders. It was cold against his flesh.

Jack did not let go, or want to.

The CDC nurse walked in with the morphine drip. Tracy stopped her.

“You won’t need that,” she said. “He’s gone.”

The CDC nurse watched as Jack pulled away from Jerry.

“Sir,” she shouted, then stopped. “Did he bite you two?”

“No,” said Tracy, smiling.

“Fascinating,” the nurse said, moving into the hallway and calling for assistance.


Jack looked at Tracy. Their tears were welling up simultaneously.

The CDC nurse and two others walked past the two parents, who walked away from the gurney. They knew that in spite of the miracle that just occurred, Jerry was gone. There was no sense staying in the room. 

Tracy took Jack’s hand into her’s as they walked out of the room.

The nurses moved to Jerry, who lay as docile as a baby asleep in a crib.

They were surprised at first, observing the peace that seemed to be cast over Jerry. He lay in the bed with a look that was closer to a smile than a frown. They felt a sense of security around him.

But it was false.

When a nurse reached for his arm to re-secure it under the strap, Jerry grabbed the hand. With unearthly strength, he yanked the nurse’s arm to his mouth and bit, taking a large segment of hand away from the nurse. She screamed in pain.

Another nurse went to grab one of his arms with the same bloody result. Except this time, a large chunk of her cheek was torn away and consumed in a bloody frenzy.

The entire room fell into chaos. The demon that was Biter Syndrome unleashed across the country was now running full force through the little body of Jerry Prado. Blood splashed on walls, on faces, on tears falling from nurse’s eyes as Jack and Tracy walked away down the hallway, hand in hand. What was now a demon wrecking havoc in the room was once, in a moment of truth, a kind of angel.

In death, the boy left the world he had only known for six years alone. Rising from the dead, he began the cursed moments of the undead life with an expression of love. It was a love for his mother. And a love for his father, the only father he had ever known.

And in that same moment, clarity reached the eyes and minds of Jack and Tracy. The risen child taught the corrupted heart and soul of his parents the only truth they needed to know. It was the truth the world needed to know. When the chips are down at the end of the world, the only way you will have a chance at anything is with love.









The Night of the Beasts

By Eric S Brown

 

The rain fell in waves, splashing and rolling down the large window facing the emergency room’s parking lot as Harold stared through it. He liked the rain. It brought him a kind of peace. As a kid, he loved falling asleep to the sound of it pelting the metal roof of his parents’ house. 

The night had been a calm one up until the last hour. He had almost talked himself into believing he’d make it through his entire shift without any excitement. Calm nights were a rare and beautiful thing in the ER but they did happen from time to time. It wasn’t as if he would be getting blood on his hands. Harold wasn’t a doctor or nurse. He was just a lowly, and he felt underpaid, security guard. Still, Harold hated watching all the drama as he made his rounds. After coming home from the Gulf War, he couldn’t find any other job. Today’s world didn’t have a lot of places, that were legal, for folks who’s chief skills were hand to hand combat and killing. Every time he had tried to get a position with the local police, he had failed the written tests. Brains just weren’t his strong point and accepted that. Cathy worked too so his family got by but it wasn’t easy and she was often worn out from the grueling shifts at the diner and fell asleep as soon as she got home in the evenings. He would tip toe around the house getting ready for work and leave her passed out on the couch with a blanket he’d toss onto her. It wasn’t doing wonders for their relationship, but their first child was due in less than six months. Emotionally he was ready, but the financial reality of their situation was scary. It was why he’d started stealing drugs from the hospital and selling them in the inner city of Asheville. He wasn’t proud of it and Cathy would kill him if she knew, but he had already tucked away a few thousand dollars for their future in the couple of runs he‘d made so far. Harold swore to himself that he would stop when he hit ten grand. That would be enough to get them through that rough first year with the baby he hoped. If anyone at the hospital suspected something was going on, they either kept their mouths shut or hadn’t gathered enough evidence to confront him yet. Harold’s fingers caressed the butt of the pistol holstered on his belt as he thought it all over. His doing so was a tick left from his days an MP in the Gulf. 

Blue lights flashed as the third ambulance of the last hour pulled around the building. Harold gave up his spot at the window and went to meet it. As he stepped outside, its backdoor swung open and the paramedics hit the pavement running with a woman strapped to the stretcher between them. He caught a glimpse of her as they passed him by. Her blond hair was wet with blood and he could tell both of her legs were badly broken as if something had shoved them apart with such force they’d nearly been ripped from her body. Harold shuddered and followed the paramedics into the ER proper. There was chaos everywhere as the doctors and nurses raced about trying to tend to their growing number of patients. All three who’d came in so far were mauled or injured so bad they were near death. Again, he found himself glad he wasn’t among those trying to save them. 

“Harold!” he heard Gregory shout at him from behind. Harold turned to face the ambulance driver. They had known each other for about two years, ever since he’d taken the security job here at the hospital. Gregory was easy to get on with. Both of them were smokers and it was nice to have company when you were freezing your butt off for a puff during the winter months. 

“What the heck is going on out there?” Harold asked as Gregory walked up to him, shaking the rain off his jacket. 

“Hell if I know,” Gregory laughed. “It’s insane man. We got calls coming in from all over town. The cops say there’s some kind of big animal running loose.”

“Big animal?” Harold repeated with a smirk on his lips.

“Yep,” Gregory punched him in the arm. “That’s what they say but man. . . There’s got to be more than one.”

“What kind of animal?” 

Gregory shook his head. “Bro, didn’t I just say I didn’t have a clue? All I know is that there has to be more than one of whatever it is. There‘s way too much happening in too many places for a single animal to be doing it all.”

Harold scowled at him. 

“We’ll have to catch a smoke later,” Gregory told him. “We’re rolling again. I gotta get moving.”

“You be careful out there!” Harold called after him.

“I always am man!” Gregory’s voice echoed down the hall back to him.

Harold watched Gregory disappear into the rain. Somehow the storm’s intensity had picked up even more and distant lightning flashed through the darkness far away, high above the mountains.

Sighing, he headed for the waiting room. Distraught families and no one really knowing what was happening in town was a recipe for trouble. He needed to be there in case somebody got too emotional and things got out of hand. Wishing Gregory hadn’t mentioned catching a smoke because he suddenly was dying for one, Harold found the waiting room strangely empty just like it had been the whole night. It was as calm as before when the first victim rolled in. Not a single soul had shown up to check on their loved ones or came in with their own emergencies. Something was definitely wrong. The triage receptionist, Rachel, gave him a look that told Harold she felt the same way as he walked by her. Harold kept his mouth shut and returned to his spot at the window. He could barely see anything through the rain since it had gotten worse. . . But somebody was standing toward the rear of the parking lot, oblivious to the storm raging around them. The shadowy figure lumbered forward into the glow of the lot’s lights and Harold’s breath caught in his throat. “What the. . .?” he whispered as he stared at the thing. It wore no clothes though it was shaped like a man. Soaked brown hair was matted to its skin by the rain, covering it from head to toe. Harold estimated it was easily nine feet tall. The thing’s eyes reflected the glow of the streetlights like a cat’s, shining a bright yellow in the gloom of the rain. It wandered through the cars as it drew closer to the ER. “Rachel,” Harold said loudly without taking his eyes off the creature, “I think you’d best get on in there with the docs. We got trouble coming that I don’t think you want to be here for. . . And Rachel, tell them to lock all the outer doors and not to come out here no matter what they hear. Got it?”

Rachel didn’t answer him, but he heard the soles of her shoes smacking the tile floor as she darted from the waiting room and the heavy interior door to the ER slammed as she left. Harold drew his revolver and checked to make sure it was ready and fully loaded. Sometimes, he would forget to reload it after cleaning it. In his two years at the hospital, he’d never had to fire a single shot before. He flipped its chamber closed. His eyes and gut told him that tonight was going to be a very different one. He doubted the weapon had the firepower to stop whatever that thing out there was, but he would be damned if he wasn’t going to try. Harold had stolen from the people here. It wasn’t right and now, with their lives on the line, it was time to stand up and do his job. 

The beast’s eyes met his own as he continued to watch its slow approach across the lot. Time seemed to grind to a halt as he felt its fury like a tangible force. Its head reared back as it loosed a roar so loud he could not only hear it over the storm but that it literally shook the window he stood in front of. 

It came bounding at him like a runaway eighteen wheeler. Harold barely had time to wonder how something so huge could move so fast before he was throwing himself from its path. The large window shattered sending shards of glass flying as it crashed into the waiting room with him. Harold rolled onto his back, aiming his gun up at the monster. His gun barked three times as his finger jerked the trigger in rapid succession. 

The first shot caught the beast in its gut. The other two struck it dead on in the chest. None of them did any real damage. Harold knew at once the thing’s muscles were so thick, like a bear’s, that they prevented any true penetration. He needed a bigger gun. Either that or he was going to have to get clever. A shot to its eyes would mess it up regardless of how tough the beast was. 

Harold screamed, despite himself, as the beast’s hand closed on the front of his uniform and it hefted him into the air. His revolver went bouncing across the waiting room’s floor. Grabbing the thing’s arm that held him with both hands, he struggled to break free. Annoyed, the beast hurled him into a nearby vending machine. He ricocheted off it, landing beside his revolver with a bleeding back. Grinding his teeth against the pain coursing through him, he snatched up the gun as the thing charged him. 

He fired, putting a bullet through its left eye into its brain. The beast died instantly, but that didn’t stop its momentum. Its floundering body smashed into him and Harold felt his ribs fold inward under the impact of the monster’s weight. 

Lying there, spitting up his own blood, Harold thought about Cathy. She would be alone when their child was born. As his vision grew dark, a chorus of fresh roars thundered in the parking lot outside. The last thing Harold saw in this world was a pair of creatures like the one he had just killed stepping through the shattered window into the ER’s waiting room.









Our Lady of the Resurrected

By Monique Snyman

 

Crystal stood with her back against the door, she balled her hands into fists and clenched on her teeth as the tears streamed down her cheeks. She shook with rage and felt like she would explode or maybe even kill someone if they got too close to her at that particular point. She opened her eyes and looked through blurry vision towards the hospital bed where her twin sister lay. The only sound other than Crystal’s sobs were the machines Christine were hooked up to, the constant beeping of the heart monitor has been her only company for almost a fortnight, except for when the nurse or doctor showed up to monitor Christine’s progress. 

Crystal inhaled heavily and tried to calm herself as she quickly wiped her eyes with the back of her sleeve. As her vision improved she looked back toward Christine’s almost lifeless body. Her black hair framed her bruised face, but through all the cuts and wounds she still looked like a sleeping angel. Crystal straightened herself and walked with purpose to the side of the bed. She took a seat on the visitor’s bench and grabbed a hold of her sister’s hand. The words of the doctor continued to resound through her mind and angered her. Who were they to tell her that Christine, the only family she had left, had no chance of ever waking up? Who were they to say that if she ever did wake, she’d be nothing more than a vegetable? Christine was a fighter, she was strong and she just needed some rest, Crystal was sure she would wake up in no time. Who did that doctor think he was when he told her she needed to put off the machine, because they needed the hospital room for another patient?

Fuck them. Fuck them all. You’re not dying because some high profile patient needs a room. You’re more important to me than anything on this godforsaken planet.

Crystal’s mind was working overtime as she thought of the incredulous statements the doctor made to try and convince her to end Christine’s life. She was cursing the whole hospital in her head… Hoping that one way or another they’ll get what they deserve.

“Okay baby, wake up for Crystal.” She said as she held on to Christine’s hand tightly. “Show those idiots you’re still here with me.” Crystal continued as she raised Christine’s hand to her lips and softly kissed her on her knuckles. “Come on… open your eyes and show them you’re not a cabbage yet.” Her voice was still shaking, but the determination in her voice was still prominent. Crystal would prove those doctors wrong, even if it meant the end of her. “Damn it Christine! Open your eyes!” Crystal started to get angry. “I know we liked to play dead as kids, but this is hardly the time or place for games. Open your eyes or they’ll kill you!” Crystal waited for any sign of movement, a groan, a sound… anything. Yet, Christine lay motionless. 

Crystal sighed frustrated and gently put her sister’s hand back in its original position, before standing up and walking to the window. She looked out over the snow covered city, while the sun slowly set in the distance. It was a beautiful view and although the hospital had a horrible history of a doctor that went psychotic, it was a distant memory or a creepy bedtime story to tell kids… 

“The terrible Doctor Francis Harris would perform experiments on her patients and if you didn’t go to sleep when told she will come perform those experiments on you too.”

Her mother’s voice rang in her ears as she remembered the story and thought back to simpler days.

She crossed her arms over her chest and closed her eyes as she thought about what she needed to do to keep Christine on the life support. Some way or another the doctors would find a way to switch off the machines if her condition didn’t improve in the next few days and heaven knows Crystal would not cope with losing her sister. Not when they only just started to see eye to eye and become inseparable twins like they should have been all their lives.

Another wave of determination spread through Crystal’s whole being as she realised she had to make it known that Christine wasn’t going to die anytime soon and if she did while Crystal was not around, she would sue someone… anyone.... Realisation and adrenaline driven, she turned around and walked with determination and purpose out of the hospital room and through the corridor towards the nurse’s station. 

The nurse’s station was covered with thick glass, a sure sign of the original purpose of the hospital some fifty years back, but although it was kept classic to its asylum days, there was still a hint of a modern-esque feel, which was probably brought in to make patients feel more at ease. The clinical white corridors were painted in warm oranges and yellows. The visitor’s lounge had that whole autumn look, to make it feel inviting and welcoming. The rooms however weren’t as bright, but the pale yellows were still soothing. The only hint of what the hospital truly was meant for is the heavy barred windows and doors, as well as the ominous looking nurse’s stations throughout the hospital. Other than that, it was a perfectly suited medical care centre. The garden was immaculate even through winter, the fountain was magnificent and the healthcare provided was probably the best care money could buy.

Crystal stood at the nurse’s station, the chair was turned to face the other direction, but the pretty red headed nurse was clearly there. She cleared her throat to get the nurse’s attention, but there was not an indication as to whether or not she heard Crystal. Crystal tried again. Again, her attempt was fruitless.

“Excuse me, nurse?” Crystal softly knocked on the window. The nurse spun around in her swivel chair to look at Crystal, the annoyed expression she wore was an obvious statement that she was not amused by the disruption. Crystal watched as the pretty redheaded nurse placed the bookmark in her romance novel and put it down on her desk carefully. Crystal raised an eyebrow as she watched the nurse, noticing her nametag said  Mary on the front of her uniform. Crystal smiled and tilted her head to the side. “Hello  Mary, I was just wondering if you’d mind getting the doctor for me? Doctor Harris, please.” Her voice was as sweet as honey, but it had little effect on  Mary.

“I’m sorry, but Doctor Harris is currently unavailable.” The nurse said without even bothering to check. Crystal could sense the evil behind those pretty hazel eyes of the nurse, and although she couldn’t put her finger on it, she knew this was one of those women who liked to play God with other people’s lives.

“It’s in regard to Christine McCollum’s situation and it is very important.” 

“Doctor Harris is unavailable. He’ll make his rounds–”  Mary started to say, but the bitter laughter from Crystal interrupted her mid-sentence. 

Crystal leaned closer to the glass and smiled as she looked the nurse up and down. “Now listen to me sweetheart, I’m not playing around. Either you get Doctor Harris down here so that I can tell him I’m going to sue the hospital, or I do it myself. It’s your choice.”

 Mary smiled back, an evil glint in her eye. “I’m sorry Miss, but Doctor Harris is unavailable at present, now, either you keep quiet and stop disturbing the peace or I call security. You’re choice.”  Mary studied Crystal for a moment, trying to figure out whether she would have to make that call or not, but Crystal gave in as she knew she would.  Mary continued to smile as she picked up her romance novel again and spun her chair around, facing the other way. Frustrated and still annoyed by the whole situation, Crystal slammed her palm against the glass, seeing the nurse jump slightly in her chair at the noise. However she did not turn around to look at Crystal, she just continued reading her stupid romance novel.

Crystal growled under her breath as she looked at the back of the redhead’s head for a long moment longer, before she straightened herself and made her way back to her sister’s room. She mumbled about the lack of professionalism the nurse showed and how that wasn’t the end of it. 

Crystal took a seat beside Christine’s bed and curled up on the small armchair, hugging her legs against her chest. She watched Christine as she rested her head against the cold wall, she thought about how different she and her sister were and at the same time, so alike. They may have looked the same, but Christine was the good girl. Christine had been the one that loved the frilly dresses and went to church, she was the one that got engaged to a young lawyer and was going to play house, whereas Crystal had been a rebel, she was the artistic one and she wasn’t afraid to fight. So alike and yet so different…

Crystal fell asleep with childhood memories.

* * *

It was around midnight when Crystal awoke, the room was dark and the only sound she could hear was the machines keeping Christine alive. She looked around and noticed that the nurse had neglected to make her rounds that evening, nothing seemed out of place. Crystal grumbled her annoyance out loud as she stretched. She stood up and stretched some more then huddled up in her black jersey, before making her way out of the room and down the hall. Things were quiet, but it was always quiet this time of night in the hospital wards. She walked past the now unoccupied nurse’s station and through the doors to the fire escape stairs. Crystal was in dire need of a cigarette the only designated smoking area was two floors down. She was quiet as she walked down the stairs and even quieter when she heard one of the doors creak open a few levels down. 

Usually Crystal didn’t think much of other people around her, but something inside her screamed for her to stop and take notice. She followed her instincts and listened closer, more groans reverberated through the empty hollow stairwell. Crystal leaned over the railing just a bit to see whoever was sounding so disgruntled, but all she could see was glimpses of a man, walking from side to side as though he was drunk. The groans continued and just as Crystal was about to shout down to the man the door opened on that floor. Suddenly the man that was groaning sprinted forward and tackled the person that came through to the floor. A panicked shriek came from the person, who Crystal now identified as a middle aged woman and she saw him sink his teeth into her neck and pull out a bite size piece of flesh. Blood spurted all over the place, her floral nightgown was quickly drenched in the crimson liquid, whilst the chemical white walls that was a signature sign of the fire escape stairwell turned red. Crystal covered her mouth to make sure her scream did not escape. She wanted to run, to cry out for help, but she could not move… Crystal could hardly breathe as she watched the man continue to eat his unwilling victim in a feeding frenzy that both sickened and disturbed her. He ripped her stomach open with inhuman strength and started to pull her insides out and hungrily chewed on whatever reached his mouth. It sounded revolting and it looked even worse.

Not willing to watch any longer, she backed away from the railing and dazed by what she had witnessed she felt her way back to the door, not taking her eyes away from the stairs. Her fears grew as the groans were accompanied by footsteps again…Crystal struggled to find the door handle, but when she finally did, she quickly pulled the door open and almost fell back into the ward. It was only then that she could find her voice again. 

“Help…” She barely whispered as she rushed through the hall to find somebody to call the police. But the hallway was just as empty as when she first left. “Help!” She screamed louder as she came to the nurse’s station, hoping to find a nurse there, but nobody was present. Without giving it any further thought she ran to the closest hospital room and saw an elderly woman asleep. Crystal grabbed a hold of her emergency button and pushed it in, hoping that someone would take notice. The lady didn’t stir… not until the nurses and doctors rushed toward the room that is. The woman grumbled as she awoke, but Crystal didn’t give much notice to her as the first people started to fill the room. “A man just killed someone in the stairwell!” Crystal shouted at them, but they hardly listened as she was pushed out of the way by a doctor who was taking the woman’s vital statistics. She repeated herself over and over, sounding like a mad woman, until finally someone realised her ranting.

“What are you on about?” A doctor asked her.

“I…” Crystal started and then took a deep breath to calm herself. “I was in the fire escape, there was a man and he killed a woman.” She said calmer. The doctor nodded and walked out of the room, followed by a nurse he had called over to his side. It was not long until the nurse rushed away and he turned around and looked Crystal up and down.

“I suggest you go home Miss, it’s late.” He said seriously. “We’ll handle the rest.” 

Crystal nodded and left, walking back to her sister’s room, disobeying an order to not go home. She wasn’t ready to leave Christine to the mercy of some psychotic cannibal… not yet. 

* * *

Crystal paced up and down in the room, waiting for something to happen or sound like something is happening. Either way it was silent for most of the night. Not even a police vehicle’s sirens were heard, which made Crystal feel paranoid, to say the least. She pondered about the man who had attacked the woman in the stairwell, she wondered about the animalistic tendencies the guy had displayed and she thought about how scared she was. 

It was around dawn when she started to hear faint screams coming from somewhere in the hospital and it wasn’t long afterwards when shots were being fired inside the building. Distraught by the sudden commotion, Crystal stopped pacing.

Sounds like a war…

When it was silent once more, she managed to get the courage to peek out the door, only to be met by a very normal looking hallway that was quiet and looked ordinary to every other day. Crystal sighed in relief and decided to make her way down to the cafeteria for some breakfast instead. She walked quickly and kept her eyes open for anything and everything strange, but it was as though the hospital had been evacuated in the middle of the night. There were no signs of life visible to the naked eye and she passed nobody on her way to the cafeteria. 

Crystal felt anxious by the whole situation, usually there were at least some people present this time of the morning. She didn’t falter to get food though and when she was sure she was full, she walked toward the chapel. Crystal saw nobody on her way there, but she did find the door shut, which was unusual for the little chapel. The doors were never closed… Curious about the turn of events, Crystal softly knocked on the door.

“Hello?” She asked as she knocked. One door suddenly flew open and the priest stood there wide-eyed. “Hello?” She asked more confused this time, before she was suddenly pulled into the chapel where a handful of people were huddled together. The door shut behind her and it was only when she heard the key turn in the lock that she was let go.

“Have you been scratched?” The priest asked seriously. “Have you been bitten?” The question followed the first. Crystals eyes widened in surprise. “Come on, speak!”

“N…No… Why?” Crystal finally stuttered. She looked around the chapel, trying to find a familiar face, but the only familiar face she noticed was that of  Mary. “What’s going on?” They ignored her and rather went on to pray. 

“The dead has started to rise, child. They are tearing us to shreds…” The priest gingerly touched her shoulder and walked past her. Crystal noticed the worried look in his eyes as he moved away, and it was quite unnerving to see a man so hopeless. Crystal turned around to face the chapel and noticed the ordinary looking place. There were church pews, a few pretty stained glass windows and that was basically it. Crystal raised an eyebrow and then shook her head as she walked deeper into the chapel. 

“Okay, seriously guys, there’s nothing out there.” Crystal finally said. “I came from the sixth floor, went down to the cafeteria, ate and then wandered around for a bit and I saw nothing. I didn’t even hear a sound.” She continued. “This is nonsense.”

“It is not nonsense!” The redhead bitch finally yelled, looking more dazed and worried than anyone there. Crystal grinned at the outburst, realising that there was certainly something eating the cow up from the inside. “They’re coming… for me, you… for everyone…” The nurse continued.

Crystal laughed. “Okay, no, really. You guys have been smoking some really good stuff, but unfortunately, my sister needs company. And as fun as this was I prefer her conversations over yours.” Crystal started toward the chapel doors only to be intercepted by the priest. “Dude, I’m not a Catholic…” She pushed him out of her way and continued forward.

“If you go now, you can’t come back.” The priest said to her seriously.

Crystal grinned and as she walked looked at him. “Oh, I’m not planning on coming back.” 

“Scoffer!”

Crystal spun around and saw who shouted it. The nurse from Hell. “You know what, nurse of death, I hope they catch you for killing all those helpless old folks in their sleep, I hope they tear you limb from limb for making up stories to fill your pathetic little life.” Crystal had meant it as a joke, but  Mary looked almost like someone figured out her secret. “May God have mercy on your sick, sadistic soul.”

“How did you know…?” She whispered more to herself than anyone else. Crystal rolled her eyes and continued on. “HOW DID YOU KNOW!?”  Mary shouted after Crystal.

“Our lady of the resurrected told me.” Crystal mumbled as she unlocked the door. “Hope Doctor Francis Harris doesn’t catch you…  Mary.” Crystal winked and walked out of the chapel. In an instant the door shut behind her and she was alone once again. She didn’t hear anything unusual as she walked the corridors back to the cafeteria, and she didn’t see anything unusual either. Well that is until she finally reached the cafeteria. 

This time there weren’t clean floors and walls, neither were there an empty room with chairs and tables. Oh no, this time there was something out of a horror movie present. Fresh blood smears were covering almost all of the surfaces and walls, guts and intestines were also splattered here and there. It looked like a buffet of human parts for the zombie and/or cannibal on the go. Crystal looked at the area, which she had been in not thirty minutes earlier and feeling mortified by the scene, she silently gasped. A groan in the distance signaled her that she wasn’t alone, and she didn’t want to be seen just yet. 

Crystal looked around for anything she could use to defend herself with and finally spotted a broken chair not too far away. Without any hesitation, she sprinted forward and picked up the jagged edged piece of aluminum and quickly dashed back the way she came, hoping she did not make anyone or in this case anything aware of her presence. 

When she felt she was out of harm’s way, she slowed down, but kept her eyes open for anything out of the ordinary, but what she had once deemed a clean hospital, had now turned into some or other horrific playground for monsters. Or so it seemed. 

Crystal still had not seen one of the monsters as she made her way back to Christine’s hospital room, but she wasn’t taking any chances. It wasn’t long before she was back in the deserted ward where she had left her comatose twin and what she saw was bloodcurdling. 

The old woman who Crystal had startled half to death the night before lay in the middle of the corridor, her gut torn open and her eyes blank. Her intestines spilled across the floor and her one arm had become unattached from her shoulder and lay almost a foot away. Crystal covered her mouth with her one hand as she studied the scene. The smell of feces and death had filled the area and was almost unbearable to cope with as it lingered in the back of her mouth, she wanted to gag, but knew that getting sick now was not an option. Getting sick would make her an easy target… she didn’t need that working against her when both her and Christine’s lives depended on her being fit.

Screams filled the air from somewhere else, but Crystal had no intension to investigate. All she cared about was keeping Christine and herself alive for as long as she possibly could. 

Crystal stepped over the corpse and continued on until she finally found the room she had called home for the last two weeks. The door was firmly closed and although there was a bloody handprint on it, there was no indication that anyone had been inside. Carefully she opened the door and peeked inside.

Christine still looked like an angel, she was sleeping soundly and nothing looked out of place. Crystal quickly went inside and bolted the door shut behind her. She breathed softly, trying to regain her strength and her courage, but it didn’t take too long for her to giggle nervously. 

I’ve wished for years and finally when I need it the most, there’s hope… 

Crystal’s giggle turned to laughs as she thought of the massacre that had unfolded in the hospital, she felt somewhat psychotic because of her behaviour, but she couldn’t care less. Well not at that particular moment anyway. She turned and looked at Christine again, shook her head and walked over toward the window. She studied the surrounding grounds of the hospital, seeing the fountain running red as a nurse was feeding from a patient which had probably gone for a morning walk. As far as Crystal could tell, the nurse was having a barbaric feast of blood and guts and all those other anatomical parts human beings are made of. 

A whimper startled Crystal and she spun around, holding her makeshift weapon firmly in her hands. Crystal looked around, searching for the person or whatever the hell else that made such a noise. This time a faint grumble stirred in the bathroom… Crystal slowly walked toward the bathroom, making sure she didn’t make a sound. She used the pole to push the door open, the creak was almost deafening. Another whimper came from inside, but Crystal could not see who or what was inside without moving into the bathroom. She moved forward slowly, carefully… silently. 

It was only when she saw the back of a child’s head cowering in the bath that she realised she was still holding her breath. She let it out slowly and reached out to touch the little boy.

“Hello?” She whispered. “Are you okay?” Her words weren’t even cold when he turned around and Crystal saw the most grotesque thing she’d seen thus far. The blonde boy was horrifically maimed; half of his face had been torn off of his skull and he was missing one of his eyes. His teeth were clearly visible on one side, seeing as his lips were also missing. “Holy shit!”
Crystal shrieked as she stumbled backwards, not taking her eyes off of the kid. He stood up slowly and like a predator sniffed the air even though he could see her with his good eye. Crystal gulped heavily as she started to scoot backwards on the tiled floor. A groan escaped from the kid, and he snapped his teeth once as he got out of the bathtub. 

Get it together Crystal! 

Crystal tried to get a hold of herself. She had to do something; she needed to make sure Christine was safe. With that in mind she gripped her weapon more firmly and stopped moving away from the child. “Come on you son of a bitch!” Crystal shouted at the child. Without any warning he suddenly pounced towards her just as she lifted the piece of metal to protect herself. With a sickening sound of flesh and bone meeting metal, he impaled himself on her weapon, which had gone straight through his chest. Crystal smiled as she pushed him off of her and he fell with a loud thump on the floor next to her. She kept her eyes on him though, but shifted away. “How do you like them apples?” She mumbled as she got up and took a few steps away. Another groan came from the kid. Crystal’s mouth dropped open in surprise. “What the –” Her words were cut off when the child slowly started to rise again. Her eyes widened as she watched him; astonished that he was still breathing after being stabbed right through the chest, let alone that he was still moving! “This is not right…” She whispered to herself as her eyes darted around the room to find something to kill him with, but the only thing she could find that could do any damage was in his chest. 

Crystal dashed forward and gripped the end of the pole, before pulling it out of him swiftly. A gurgle erupted from the back of his throat as she pulled the pole out and in the same movement she swung it back as far as she could. Crystal put all of her strength behind the swing as she brought it down against his head. A crack followed as the pole collided with his skull and tremors moved up and down her arm, before the blonde kid fell down again. She watched again for any movement, but this time she was sure that this blunt for trauma would keep him down… or she hoped it would. 

After five minutes of nothing happening, she started to feel better, at least the little turd wasn’t going to try and eat her face off again. 

Crystal started to clean up the mess, the blood was easy to get rid of, but the body was another problem. She was obviously scared to leave the room, which she was now sure was clear of any other threats, but she also knew she had to get rid of the body. What Crystal was not sure of was how many more of those things were around outside… She also had to start thinking about getting supplies together. Medical supplies for Christine was a must and of course food and water. The rest she could live without.

* * *

After Crystal had dragged the body out of Christine’s room and disinfected the floors for the umpteenth time, she set about the task to try and call someone for help. Unfortunately her calls were left unanswered and all she had was herself. 

The chapel!

Crystal had almost forgotten that she could have the help of about seven people if they were still alive. It was only a matter of keeping herself alive on the way there and back at the moment, but she was sure she could persuade at least one person. 

Without further ado she started to make her way toward the hospital chapel, hardly anything stirred, which was strange, but definitely not unwanted. Her heart was racing in her chest and she was sure she would make it out alive. That is until out of the corner of her eye she noticed something. She wasn’t sure if it was the something she was trying to avoid, but she definitely wasn’t going to take any chances. She started to walk faster, but kept her eyes open.

A groan…

“Oh, no you don’t.” Crystal mumbled as she started to run. The shadow kept up with her. More groans joined the first. She reached the elevator and pushed the button repeatedly. With her back against the elevator doors she tried to see who or what was stalking her. The bell went off not too long afterwards signalling the elevator, Crystal turned around and the doors swung open, only to reveal  Mary looking not so pretty anymore. A moan erupted right from behind her, just as  Mary’s mouth widened. Crystal didn’t think she just stabbed her as hard as she could with the pole, right through her mouth and lodged the pole into her brain. The nurse from hell’s eyes rolled into the back of her head and a last gurgle was the finishing touches to the pathetic woman’s life. 

Crystal pulled out the pole and with a swift motion spun around with her pole firmly gripped in her hands, smashing the bastard monster behind her in a swift, direct swing. It fell to the ground and twitched a few times, before it was motionless once more. Crystal felt sick to her stomach, it was clear the chapel had been overthrown and if anyone had survived… well they can come to her. “Fuck this. I’m not risking my butt for them.” She mumbled as she angrily kicked  Mary’s corpse and then walked back to the ward. “Clear out, clean up and fortify, that’s the plan.” Crystal nodded to her own words.

* * *

Crystal noticed Christine’s door was open and heard a grumble inside. She walked in slowly, ready for action, but what she found inside was not entirely what she had expected.

“Doctor?” She asked confused as Doctor Harris checked Christine’s vitals. 

“Yes?” He asked without turning around.

“You’re making rounds?” Her confusion grew as he turned around and started to check Christine’s pulse. He didn’t answer her. “Have you seen what’s been happening?” Crystal asked as she walked in, her weapon still gripped in her hands. The doctor didn’t answer as he took his stethoscope off from around his neck and listened to Christine’s heartbeat. “Doctor?”

“Hush now, it’ll all be over soon.” He said calmly. “Your sister is awakening…”

Crystal shook her head in disbelief and then looked at the doctor astonished. “She’s getting better?”

“Oh, she is… like all the others.” The doctor looked up and smiled. “No more death…”

“Excuse me?!” She shrieked as her sister stirred. “NO!”


“She’s better now. Look.” Doctor Harris put the machines off and took the oxygen mask off of Christine’s face. Crystal watched as Christine’s eyes shot open and she spun her head around to look at Crystal. A ghastly groan came from the back of her throat. “No need to thank me, it’s my job.”

“NO!” Crystal shouted again as she backed up against the wall too scared to look away from her sister. She heard the pole drop to the floor loudly, but she was stunned with fear, desperation and completely mortified by the fate her sister had suffered.

“Our lady of the resurrected has brought her back to you… my mother, brought her back.” The doctor smiled, just before 

Christine jumped off of the bed and stalked forward towards Crystal. Crystal wanted to move, but she couldn’t, not even when she felt her sister sink her teeth into her shoulder and tear out flesh while she felt the gnashing against her collarbone. Crystal was numb enough to not make a peep. Christine decided to end it early though as her second bite targeted Crystal’s neck, realisation of what was going to happen dawned on Crystal, but it was too late and everything became black for her as her sister took her life.









Showers

By Steve Gierman

 

Pittsburgh baseball was an endurance test. Far removed from the days of “the bees” and “the family” now it was lucky if there wasn’t an error in a game. Everything is cyclical and eventually, real baseball will return full force.

Brett was old enough to remember some of the good times very vividly. Even New York went through rough decades, he would remind himself, temporarily forgetting that over two decades had passed since his team was relevant. Pittsburgh was the ultimate 4A team. It was too good for triple A and too bad for the majors. Brett stayed glued to the television set in the break room, desperately hoping that this would be the year that it all came together.

“You still watching that shitty team?”

Brett didn’t break his gaze on the television. He knew this would only prompt Diane to ask again.

“You know, you’re rotting your brain watching those amateurs,” Diane said mockingly. “Keep watching until your brain turns to goo from lack of stimulation. If you lapse into a coma, we’ve got a room available for you.”

Brett thought of saying something witty and biting back to her, but all that he could muster was a roll of the eyes. He continued watching his beloved team, despite the negativity coming from the doorway.

“I bet you’re still pining for Mackowiak.” Diane was trying to break Brett from his hypnotic stare on the television. Bringing up the Mackowiak name always worked in the past and this time was no exception.

“Yeah,” Brett said, “They never should have traded him to Chicago. Marte sucked.”

“Well, stop watching that crap. I just went on break. There’s supposed to be clear enough skies tonight and I want to see that meteor shower.”

Brett knew exactly what Diane wanted, but decided to play dumb. “Go outside and see it. You can’t watch it from in here.”

It was inevitable that he would be shoved outside to witness this glorious cosmic event at some point. When Diane gave him the look, Brett figured he might be back in time to see the last few innings of the game.

“Alright. You got me. I’ll come out and play.” Brett got up from his chair extra slow, milking the moment just to irk Diane. “Let’s go to this shower thing.”

Diane was the head nurse at Memorial Grove. She was tough as nails if someone slacked off, but in reality, she was one of the most easygoing employees at the hospital. As long as the work got done, on time, without any screw-ups, she was a cool boss. If anyone got on her bad side, Diane could be anyone’s worst enemy. It was this balance that piqued Brett’s interest. They were work friends, but secretly, Brett wanted a relationship with her.

As head of security, Brett could do what he pleased. He slacked off when a ballgame was on, but if there was anything even remotely out of the ordinary, he was ready to spring into action, even if it meant missing out on a great play.

Brett didn’t become head of security without climbing the ranks and impressing his superiors. Since he came to work at Memorial Grove, no one had successfully stolen any supplies or equipment. Even the cafeteria had been crime free, without even a sandwich subjected to a five finger discount.

Diane and Brett walked out of the break room and down the hallway towards the admitting desk. They walked side by side and to someone at the right angle, it would appear that they were holding hands, but this was only an illusion, no matter how much Brett wanted that to happen.

“Jesus. She got you away from a ballgame?” Kelly, the admitting clerk, looked on in amazement, not believing what she had just said. “Who will protect us, now?”

Without breaking his stride, Brett replied, “It’s slow and Matt’s around.”

“That makes me feel so safe,” Kelly sarcastically remarked.

“It should. He’s your last line of defense from the crazies out there.” Kelly shook her head and watched Diane and Brett walk out the emergency room entrance.

Matt was a jumpy little man, who was still learning. He had a bout of Napoleon Syndrome, causing a lot of overcompensation and a few embarrassing situations. Matt tried to act tough, even when it wasn’t necessarily required. Half of the staff laughed at him behind his back. The other half were fearful that he would accidentally shoot a patient. Everyone was relieved that Brett had Matt keep his bullets in his buttoned shirt pocket, where they could be obtained only in emergency.

Diane and Brett cut through the parking lot and headed to a field on the hospital grounds. It was where families sometimes had picnics. There were a few groves of trees surrounding the clearing, three benches and a small pond. It was so peaceful, that no one would ever suspect that this serene place was only twenty miles outside of Pittsburgh.

The clearing was far enough from the hospital that the illumination from the building wouldn’t greatly affect the show. As they were casually walking, Diane looked up at the sky. The shower was starting and Diane took Brett’s hand and started running toward the benches.

They reached the benches and sat down. “It’s amazing,” Diane whispered. Brett hadn’t looked up at the sky yet. He was still fixated on Diane’s hand. It was still holding his. The celestial light show could have been aliens attacking for all he cared. The only thing that mattered was that Diane wasn’t letting go of his hand.

“It looks so close.” Brett finally looked up and noticed that the meteor shower did seem a bit close. It was probably an optical illusion, he figured. The more Brett thought about it, the more he began to realize that these were objects in the sky and logically, if they aren’t completely burned up entering the atmosphere, the remnants of these objects would have to land somewhere. Why not near here?

All these thoughts ran through his mind, but all Brett could force out of his mouth was, “Yeah.” He didn’t want to ruin the perfect moment with her by babbling on about how gravity works or how friction protects the planet. If he played this moment right, it might increase his chances with her in the future. At least that’s how it played out in his mind.

“You’re quite the conversationalist, Brett.”

Suddenly, Brett was brought back to reality and realized that he was still staring at Diane’s hand holding his. “Well, you know, I’m just trying to concentrate on the shower.”

“By studying my waist?” Diane pulled her hand away and set it on her lap.

“No. I, uh, thought I saw a mosquito and didn’t want it to bite you.” Brett knew his response was lame, but it was the only thing he could think to quickly say.

“Bullshit. I’ll have you know I ain’t no corner lady.” Diane smiled, inched closer to Brett and put her arm around him. “Now look up and watch the pretty lights.”

They sat and watched the meteor shower as it lit up the sky. Just as quickly as it began, the event was over. The clearing fell back into slight darkness, with only the lights from the parking lot intruding into the black of the night.

Brett’s mind was racing while they took the shortcut across the parking lot again. What just happened? Did this mean that Diane wanted to pursue a relationship or was she just teasing? Maybe she got caught up in the excitement of the meteor shower. There was only one person he could get the answer from.

“Hey, Brett. How was the shower?”

“It was fine, Kelly.” Brett didn’t have time to exchange pleasantries with Kelly. He had to hurry to the autopsy room.

Kelly turned to Diane and asked, “What’s he in a hurry for?”

“Oh, I don’t know,” Diane said coyly and grinned. “Maybe he wants to check the score of the game.”

Brett walked briskly down the corridor, anxious to see Perkins. Dr. Perkins was the chief medical examiner at Memorial Grove. He and Brett shared a love of baseball and horror movies. When Brett wasn’t in the break room watching sports, his next usual haunt was the autopsy room.

Dr. Perkins had just made the Y incision and was about to do a routine check inside the body, when Brett rushed in. “Hey, doc! What are ya
workin’ on?”

“Nice to see you too. What’s your hurry?”

“I just got back from the benches.”

“Watching the meteor shower?”

“Yeah, doc.
With Diane!”

Perkins raised his head just enough just meet Brett’s eyes. “Oh yeah? I take it, by your excited nature, that something happened.”

“She held my hand and then put her arm around me!”

“Well, that’s certainly progress. By retirement age, you might even get a kiss. You’re pushing forty.”

Brett’s excitement vanished and he started to mope. Perkins stopped working and walked over to console his friend. “Look, Brett. I don’t mean to bring you down, but you’re not getting any younger. This is a giant leap for you with Diane. I’m happy for you. I really am. I just wish that you wouldn’t wait for her to make all the moves.”

“Yeah, I know you’re right. It just my nature to go slow though.”

“Well this development should have you hurtling through the starting gate.”

Brett nodded in agreement. “So, what are you working on?”

“Another car wreck. She was pinned in the middle of her car. It’s a miracle that she survived as long as she did. She just died in the ER.”

“That’s a shame. She was quite the looker.”

“Only the good die young, my friend.”

“Hey, doc. Where’s your team?”

“It’s been a slow night and they wanted to see the shower. I can handle it by myself. Besides, if I run into any trouble I can count on you to lend a hand. Right?”

“I suppose I can hand you stuff, if that’s what you mean.”

Perkins chuckled, “Legally, I can’t let you do anything to the body while the autopsy is being performed. But, yeah, you can still hand me stuff.”

While Dr. Perkins resumed his work inside the chest cavity of the woman, Brett watched carefully. Maybe it was the saturation of all the medical shows on television, but Brett found he was desensitized and fascinated by an autopsy. He loved to watch Perkins work. The speed and precision at which he worked was a sight of beauty.

Brett watched as Perkins removed the organs of the victim’s body. Of all the steps of an autopsy, this always interested Brett the most. It may have to do with the bizarre spectacle of seeing a person cut open only to have objects removed like sinister prizes. The procedure was old hat to him, but it hadn’t lost any of its allure over the years.

As Perkins was removing the heart, Brett glanced up at the woman’s face. “Uh, doc?”

“Yeah?”

“Didn’t she have her eyes closed before?”

Perkins glanced over at his patient’s face. “They do that sometimes. That’s why people started putting pennies over a corpse’s eyes, to prevent that from happening.”

Brett found reassurance in Perkins’ explanation, until he glanced at the woman’s face again. “And what do people do to prevent the eyes from moving?”

“The what?” As those words fell out of Perkins’ mouth, his eyes met the gaze of the woman he was working on. The eyes were milky, but were indeed moving around, as if she was trying to survey her surroundings.

Perkins stepped back slowly, his eyes still staring at the corpse on the table. The same corpse that had half of its organs lying unattached outside the body. Brett followed the doctor’s lead and slowly moved away from the table.

Perkins and Brett backed into a corner, near the door, never breaking the stare they both had on the corpse. The woman’s head started to move side to side.

“What the fuck is happening?” Perkins couldn’t answer Brett’s question. He was too busy transfixed on the moving head of the body that was currently halfway through its autopsy. Brett asked the question again. “What the fuck is happening here, Perkins?”

“I don’t know. I don’t know what to tell you.”

Brett and Perkins stood in the corner watching the reanimated woman. She was still moving her head and her eyes. The men figured that it would only be a matter of time before the rest of her started moving.

“The top priority is to contain her until we figure out exactly what is going on,” Brett said. “The last thing we need is a hospital full of panicking people because we couldn’t assess the situation fast enough.”

“Agreed. How do we contain her before the rest of her starts moving around?”

“We need to strap her down. I’ll search the cabinets for restraining straps. You keep your eye on her.”

“No problem, Brett.”

Brett searched the cabinets and found three belted straps. They were usually used on unruly patients in the psyche ward. Luckily, there were a few left down here in an emergency kit. The autopsy room was usually pretty quiet, but when dead bodies are involved, you never know what might happen. It was thought that a distraught living person would be the biggest threat ever to happen in this room. Sadly, a living threat would be a welcome change.

“OK, doc. Help me strap her down.” Brett threw a strap at Perkins and they did quick work restraining her on the table. They were just in time. After they locked the belts down, the corpse started moving her fingers.

“Aright, she’ll be secure for awhile. We need to figure out exactly what is going on, before it gets a whole lot worse.”

Perkins racked his brain trying to come up with a plausible explanation. Any plausible explanation. “OK. We have one corpse, tied to the table, moving around. That’s what we’re dealing with. What could possibly make this dead person, alive again? What are the ways that the dead come to life in the movies?”

“Well, let’s see. Usually there’s some kind of military experimental gas leak or some doctor injects dead tissue with a serum. Oh yeah, and of course the old Mary Shelley method of electricity.”

“We can rule out lightning and electricity. She wasn’t zapped. I’m almost positive that nobody injected her with anything, so I think we can say that no serum was involved. That leaves us with some type of gas or… unknown.”

Brett agreed with Perkins’ assessment. There wasn’t enough known about the situation, but there were definitely things that could be ruled out. Brett had been working in this hospital for nearly twenty years. He knew all of the personnel and it seemed highly unlikely that anyone invented a serum to resurrect the dead. Unknown was the greatest worry.

A series of loud bangs disrupted the think tank. Brett and Perkins immediately focused their attention on the table. The woman was moving, but she wasn’t the cause of the noises. They quickly determined that the bangs were coming from the wall of cooler drawers where the bodies were kept.

“Uh, doc, I think we can effectively rule out serum.”

Perkins studied the wall of drawers carefully. “That’s very interesting,” he muttered. “The bangs are only coming from the drawers on the right.”

These drawers were furthest from the door. There were bodies stored across the entire wall, but only a few drawers contained things that wanted out of their confined spaces.

“Any ideas as to why only those are banging?”

“I do have a theory.”

“Let’s hear it, doc.”

“The bodies on the right are the newest arrivals. My guess is that whatever is causing this is airborne.” Brett nodded. “Those drawers aren’t a hundred percent airtight. Probably only ninety-nine point nine. It took a little extra time for the air to seep in and whatever is in the air went in with it.”

Brett pondered the theory for a moment. “Suppose that’s true. Why are only those bodies stored on the right affected?”

“My guess is that the bodies on the left are too old.”

“Too old?”

“You can’t believe everything you see in the movies, Brett. Tissue breaks down fast after death. Whatever’s happening here, it seems to be only affecting what’s died in the past twenty-four hours.”

“That makes sense. But is everything that dies going to come back to life?”

“I guess it depends on how far this thing has spread. If it is gas, it doesn’t seem to do anything to the living. At least not with immediate exposure.”

Brett decided this was a good time to check in with Matt. If there was anything strange going on outside of this room, he would know, Brett hoped.

“Matt, what’s your ten-twenty?”

The walkie-talkie chirped back with Matt’s unmistakable enthusiastic voice. “Admissions desk.”

“Anything going on over there?”

“Quiet as the dead over here.”

Brett cringed a little at Matt’s ironic choice of words. It was clear that nothing else was happening, for the moment. “Do a walk through and report back.”

“Ten-four, boss.”

Brett noticed the woman secured to the table. Her whole body was gyrating with motion trying to break free from her restraints. She appeared to be going on nothing but instinct. If there was intelligence behind those milky eyes, she hadn’t yet revealed it.

The pounding continued from behind the metal drawers. The noise sounded off. There was no sense of rhythm in the drumming, which every human possesses and will unconsciously slip into. This was complete randomness. There was no frenzied urgency. There was no pattern. It was reflex noise.

If Perkins was right, they only had to worry about the recently deceased. That still posed a problem, but it came as a relief that everything that once breathed life wasn’t springing forth to wreak havoc. Only time will tell if the tissue continues to break down after reanimation. One would hope so, but in this air of uncertainty, nothing was guaranteed.

The corpse woman continued to struggle. She didn’t moan. She didn’t even make a sound. She was rocking back and forth, trying desperately to free herself. For what purpose was anyone’s guess, but Brett didn’t want to find out.

“Boss,” the two-way cackled.

“Go ahead, Matt.”

“Damnedest thing I ever saw. I found a few patients wandering the hallways. I rounded them up and brought them to the nursing station.”

Brett and Perkins looked at each other. The situation had just gotten worse.

“Matt, was there anything odd about them?”

“Now that you mention it, they all looked really drugged up.”

“How do you mean?”

“It looked like they had a little trouble with their balance and not one of ‘em said a word. Not even gibberish.”

Brett lowered the two-way and stared at the floor. “It’s spread,” he said to Perkins. Brett’s mind was racing, contemplating the next move. The lady on the table was still wriggling and the pounding continued from the right side of the wall of drawers. If it was this bad in the autopsy room, how bad was it in the rest of the hospital?

Brett took a deep breath and sighed. He raised the two-way back up. “Matt, tell Diane to inform the ambulances that we won’t be accepting any more drop offs and lock the hospital down.”

“You want me to do what, boss?”

“You heard me, Matt. Lock it down.”

“OK.”

“When you’re done with that, come to the autopsy room.”

“Ten-four, boss.”

If the hospital had any chance of surviving, a lockdown would give everyone the best chance. The dead needed to be contained. There was no chance of elimination, since every living creature dies. Containment was the only option.

Brett and Perkins discussed what the best way of containing the deceased would be. They didn’t seem to be violent… yet. The dead were wandering around in what appeared to be a confused state of mind, without a direction. That could be dangerous. The dead relied on reflex and basic motor skills.

The two living beings were so focused on their discussion that they failed to realize that the woman on the table had almost worn through her restraints. The woman had not stopped moving and had nearly broken through. Each of the three belts that held her had been frayed to the thinnest of threads. The belts snapped in succession, making tiny noises.

The woman on the table slowly sat up. There were indentations where the belts had been, showing just how much she had struggled to get free. The open autopsy incision exposed what was left of her insides to the world. Each remaining organ shifted with every movement.

“Oh, shit,” Brett exclaimed. Perkins looked over at the table and had the same reaction. Things had just gotten worse.

“What now, doc?”

Without hesitation, Perkins screamed, “Shoot that thing in the head,” and then cowered down on the floor. Brett drew his gun, took careful aim, and fired dead center into the woman’s forehead. She fell back onto the table.

“You can get up now,” Brett said sarcastically.

Perkins picked himself up off the floor. He had panicked and abandoned his medical training for horror film 101. The results were surprisingly efficient for being done on the fly. For the first time since this whole ordeal started, Perkins thought they had a chance at survival.

Matt came stumbling through the door, his usual pristine uniform was unkempt and his left wrist was bandaged. These kinds of entrances were not unusual for him, but the battered uniform and bandage were new wrinkles.

Brett looked Matt over and asked, “What the hell happened to you?”

“I was rounding up zombie patients and locking the place down, like you asked. I’d love to know what the hell kind of drug they’re on. One of them junkies bit me!”

Perkins asked what both he and Brett were thinking. “How bad?”

“He just broke the skin. A little bit of bleeding. No big deal for Matt Sullivan, security extraordinaire. Diane patched me right up.”

“Lucky for you, biting is one of the worst ways to spread and contract diseases,” said Perkins. “Human bites are the tamest. If a wolf did that to you, you’d be praying right now.”

“Yeah, lucky for me, huh?” Matt’s attention was drawn to the banging. It was the first opportunity he had to look around the room, since he barged in. The unsettling presence finally sunk in. “What’s going on here? What’s that noise?”

“That’s the reason I had you lock the hospital down.”

“Who’s in there?” Matt sensed something awry, but he couldn’t put his finger on what it exactly was.

Brett stared Matt in the eye and said, “The living dead.”

Matt started to laugh. “Yeah, that’s a good one. C’mon, who’s in there?”

Suddenly Matt’s expression drew blank and his face went pale. Behind Brett and Perkins, he could see the woman on the table rise up, once again. He saw the bullet hole in her forehead that Brett had expertly made. He saw the autopsy incision that revealed her half harvested organs.

Brett and Perkins both turned towards the table. “Oh, shit,” said Brett. He calmly drew his weapon and fired another bullet into her brain. The woman fell back onto the table once more. “Shooting ‘em in the head is the only way to kill the undead,” he said mockingly. “What a load of horseshit!”

Matt sat on the floor, momentarily catatonic. Brett looked over at Perkins, waiting for a comment.

“Well, we now know that the heart and the brain are not controlling these things,” Perkins chimed in.

“And that everything we’ve learned from the movies is complete and utter horseshit.”

“There’s that too, Brett. Let’s get her into an empty drawer, before she rises again.”

Perkins and Brett grabbed the woman off the table and moved her into a drawer. Matt started to mumble to himself while he rocked back and forth. He was useless to them now, but at least he had locked the hospital down. He managed to get that much right, before he realized what was going on.

“Stay here with Matt, doc. I’ve gotta contain these things.”

Brett ventured out of the room for the first time in nearly an hour. He headed to the nurses’ station. If anyone could help get the skeleton crew mobilized quickly, it would be Diane.

As he approached the station, the bustling activity usually found there was gone. It looked like a ghost town. Not a soul, living or dead, was in sight. The paperwork was strewn about the desk in a haphazard way.

Diane?”

From behind the desk, a head suddenly popped up. “Oh my god, Brett! It’s you!”

Diane had been crouched under the desk, hiding from the zombies that had overrun the hospital. She started to cry, when she saw Brett.

“It was horrible, Brett,” screamed Diane.

“What happened?”

“Matt came by and we put the place on lockdown. Not even five minutes after he left, these patients came over in droves. It was a mob scene! They overtook over Kelly and trampled her. Then she got up and joined them! They’re all loose somewhere in this hospital. What’s going on, Brett?”

“It’s going to sound crazy, but the dead have come to life.”

“Fuck crazy! I believe it! After what I just saw I believe it!”

“What happened to the others, Diane?”

“Everybody else saw that and ran out of here. I saw some run outside and some run down the halls.”

Brett realized the situation they were in. “We’re on lockdown and people opened the doors? Fuck me running!” Time was running out and Brett had to think fast. “How can we contain them now?”

“I don’t think we can, Brett. There’s too many of them,” Diane exclaimed.

An alarm went off somewhere down the hall. Someone else just went outside. Diane was right. There was nothing that they could do now. Brett did the only thing that he could think to do. He picked up the phone and dialed.

“Gary? It’s Brett at Memorial Grove. We have a situation.”

Brett did all he could do. It was in the hands of the sheriff’s patrol now. He had failed to contain the threat. For the first time in his twenty years at Memorial Grove, Brett felt like a failure. He and Diane held each other tight as they waited for salvation to come.









Dead Inside

By Jim Bronyaur

 

Jim Niles stood over the small, rusted drain and poured a fresh bucket of dirty water, cursing as chunks of dirt, dust, and hair started to clog it up.

“You think they’d put a better drain down here, right?”

He looked at the new guy – what the fuck was his name? – and smiled.

“You don’t have a sink?” new guy asked.

“Drain ain’t no better there. Plus, this shit gets stuck in the bends and you have to keep taking it apart. Plus, you think I’m lifting this bucket? All it takes is one time to spill it on yourself and you’ll never do it again.”

There was a slight pause.

“Shit, I’m sorry kid, what’s your name again?”

“Ronny.”

“Ronny, damn, I was close.”

“Well like I said, call me Niles. Jim was my Daddy’s name and he left before I started grade school. Don’t like to be compared to him.”

Ronny nodded.

“I usually just grab a paper towel and wipe the rest of this up. Don’t like touching with my bare hands. Not anymore at least. You never know what kind of diseases are in here now. It’s sad really. I tell you, I feel bad for you. You, your friends, your kids – Christ, if it were me, I wouldn’t have kids. Not now. World’s a sick place…”

Ronny watched as Niles stood with his warped mop handle in his hand staring off to a concrete wall, thinking. All Ronny wanted was a summer job to save some money for his first year of college. He thought working in a hospital would beat flipping burgers, but so far, all he saw was the bowels of a hospital – dirt, garbage, waste, things with blood. 

Should’a taken the burger job, Ronny thought.

“Now you gotta keep up with the cleaning here man, this ain’t no joke. People are depending on us, you know?”

Ronny nodded.

“Now, head into that storage closet and get me two sprayer bottles. We’re gonna do a little window cleaning.”

Ronny shuffled away as Niles kicked the pile of mess left on top of the drain. He stared at the brown door and its faded sign – EMPLOYEES ONLY – and grabbed the handle. He pulled but it wouldn’t open. 

“Hey, uh, Niles? This locked?”

“What? Oh, no. Damn things gets stuck. Give her a tug. Don’t be afraid now.”

Ronny pulled. The door wouldn’t budge.

“Dammit son, pull the door.”

“I am,” Ronny said. 

“Try harder.”

Ronny pulled the door again and again, it didn’t move. “Fucking job…” He closed his eyes and grunted and the door shot open.

“Good job!” Niles yelled. “But, be careful of-”

The motions were already in place. Ronny let go of the door handle and fell back a few steps. His hands waved into the air as he fought for balance. He took his right foot and planted it behind him and then reached for the door. His right foot stepped into the drain and twisted in the slippery mess. His foot shot back and left foot turned, his balance gone. As Ronny fell forward his eyes caught one thing and one thing only, the door handle on the inside of the door. It wasn’t a handle other than in the sense of its positioning on the door. A large piece of this so called handle was missing, leaving what looked like a shank, jagged, rusted, sharp, sticking out ready to introduce itself to Ronny’s face.

A few inches from an injury no woman would want to get over and sleep with him (that was, if he survived), he felt his throat begin to choke. All at once he saw the storage room, the top of the door, the ceiling of pipes and mounds of dust, and then finally, Niles.

“Jesus Christ son, you okay?” the man barked at him, his breath rancid, something like milk and baby shit.

“Wha…”

“I grabbed your goddamn shirt. You could’a got hurt.”

“What kind of door handle is that?”

“Broken.”

“Take it off then.”

“Can’t do that,” Niles said, “it connects to the front one. I’d have no handle on my door. Then people could come and go and take my supplies.”

Niles clicked his tongue and then pointed to the sink.

“Wash up and let’s clean some windows.”

Ronny, still shaking, walked to the sink.

“No worries Robbie, you got your first day jitters out now. Can’t get any worse, right?”

* * *

They cleaned three windows before a call came to Niles handset.

“Niles?”

“10-4,” Niles said.

Ronny turned his head and smiled. He couldn’t believe how serious this guy took this job. 

“Assistance needed on the sixth floor.”

“On my way,” Niles said and jumped off his small step stool. He jacked his shoulders back and puffed out his chest. He looked at Ronny. “We got a call, kid. Time to work.”

“Aye-aye,” Ronny said and saluted Niles.

Niles frowned before he turned and walked away.

Another call came in.

“Go on,” Niles said into the hand set.

“They’re requesting tape and some kind of tarps. Stuff that could be cut up.”

“Come again now?” 

“You heard. Tape, tarps.
Stat!”

Niles stopped and looked at Ronny. “What the hell do they want that for?”

* * *

Annie Breverich ran down the hall, chasing after two other nurses, and a tall doctor in front of them. The doctor was Dr. Harvey Leinstin, one of the surgeons in the hospital. The idea of him being here and running… why that wasn’t a good sign. Not at all. Annie looked at her watch and cursed herself. She was only twenty minutes away from her shift ending.

They all turned the corner to find a new patient being loaded onto a bed.

“What’s happening?” Dr. Leinstin shouted.

“Accident. She was the passenger. Ran a stop sign, hit by a dump truck. Driver’s dead. She’s struggling here. I think there’s-”

“Get to the sixth floor, now. I’ll do the thinking and acting.” 

Annie watched as Dr. Leinstin moved with speed.

“Ninth one today,” one of the nurse’s, Mary, whispered to Annie as she walked by. “People forgetting how to drive today I guess.”

A paramedic ran into the room. “Lance, we’re out again. Another call.”

“Another one?”

“Another accident. Someone drove off the goddamn Jones bridge.”

“Shit.”

Annie watched as the room moved around her. She wasn’t sure what to do. Dr. Leinstin grabbed the bed and began to roll it. Annie saw the woman’s face and cringed. She was cut, bruised, and bleeding. Worse than that her skin color had been changing. It had a yellowish tint to it. And her eyes… they looked empty. Just white balls attached to her head.

“She’s turning,” Dr. Leinstin said to a nurse. “We don’t have time.”

“Turning?” Annie asked.

“Dying, dear,” Mary said. “Come on, let’s go.”

* * *

Lester Jackson bit into a ham and salami sandwich and felt a glob of mayonnaise shoot into his mouth. He nodded, chewed, and swallowed. He looked down at the purplish body next to him and said, “Enough of these and I’ll be right there with you partner.”

Then he laughed and a piece of ham fell and hit the corpse right in the forehead. Lester grabbed the ham and looked around – as if someone could be watching him – and then popped the ham back into his mouth.

“Five second rule,” he said and then continued eating.

He couldn’t remember such a busy day before. He hadn’t had to eat on the job in a very long time. And it figures, the damn radio kicked out this morning. 

Working in the hospital morgue was quiet, cool, and sometimes bright. It served Lester well, as he watched friends come and go, only exchanging one sided conversations with them as he cut them open determined to find out why they died. Others were brought in body bags, stayed there until retrieved to go elsewhere. 

He enjoyed the work.

Not because he possibly held the chance to find out why someone died, but rather because it was quiet, cool… and sometimes bright.

But mostly because of the quietness.

And that’s why when he heard a hollowed bang echo through the room, he dropped his ham and salami (and mayo) sandwich and jumped up, heart racing. A smear of grease from the salami and mayo glistened on his face against the light as he yelled, “Who’s that? Somebody here?”

Another bang hit.

“Damn rats,” he whispered and walked trying to follow the noise.

About fifteen years ago, the hospital became infested with rats, some the size of small dogs. They would climb into the pipes and the sound of their claws scratching and their little grunts and squeals would echo everywhere. A few of them were so big they got stuck in the pipes themselves and died, then rotted, enough so that the hospital actually closed for a week after people started getting sick.

But there hadn’t been any problems since.

For Lester, time wasn’t relevant. Fifteen years ago could have been fifteen minutes for all his mind knew, and it was well known that if Lester had a chance to walk back to his sandwich in peace, he’d view it as a fresh, never before seen nor eaten sandwich, excited and hungry.

The bang came again and Lester threw his head and body to the right. He pointed, smiled, and walked slow.

“Here raty-rat…,” he called out. “I won’t hurt ya…”

When the thump hit again, Lester found himself staring at something that didn’t seem right.

A drawer.

A drawer in the morgue.

The kind that stores bodies.

“Son of a bitch,” Lester said and he grabbed the handle. His mind could only imagine one thing, one very bad thing… rats eating bodies. Now that would stir some shit, especially these days with money hungry lawyers and all.

Lester opened the door and pulled the body out. At first he saw something thrashing on the inside of the body bag. Logic didn’t set in until it was too late. Lester’s poor mind still thought of rats. Only his mind missed one thing – how could a rat get into a zipped body bag? And furthermore, how in the hell was the body bag moving?

When he opened the bag, a body sat straight up and growled at him.

“Jesus on the cross!” Lester screamed and stepped back, falling on his behind. He blessed himself, kissed his thumb and pointed it into the air.

The body kept moving, kicking its legs that were still in the zipped bag. It reached forward with greenish, bony hands. Its face was caved in on one side, from Lester’s angle making an almost perfect looking letter C. 

Lester braced himself and stood up. He wiped his forehead.

“Are you alive?”

The body leaned forward, so far, bones cracked. Skin tore, so much so that the shoulder bone became exposed.

“Oh my…” Lester pushed the body back and slammed the door. The thumping continued as the body punched. 

Lester blessed himself again and ran back towards the front of the room.

His eyes caught sight of his sandwich and he grabbed it. He went to take a bite and stopped.

“Car accident,” he whispered. “That was a car accident this morning.”

Could someone die and come back? No, that wasn’t possible. Nerves killing themselves off?
Maybe. Like when you tear a leg off a bug and it twitches for a while. Maybe the trauma of the skull caving in.

Lester looked down at the body on the table. He realized something else.

“Jesus, you were the driver.”

The massive hole in the man’s chest almost fit the shape of the steering wheel, which had impacted his body.

Lester tapped the dead man’s shoulder. “Looks like your friend ain’t resting so well back there…”

He put his sandwich to his mouth as the man grabbed Lester’s hand and twisted it. Lester dropped his sandwich and for a second, watched as the bread opened and the ham went one way, the salami another. Then his wrist snapped and pain shot through his arm. He looked down and saw the man, the man with the open hole in chest, sit up and look at Lester.

“What… what… what…”

The man grabbed Lester’s face and pulled him in.

Lester’s screams echoed through the morgue but nobody heard it.

* * *

“It’s the accidents, that’s all I’m saying…”

Niles tried to walk but Rambo stood in front of he and Ronny, chewing on a toothpick with his hands tucked into his pockets. Everyone called him Rambo because he always wore something around his head, sometimes a bandana, sometimes a cut up shirt, and even once, a trash bag.

“We have to get moving on here,” Niles said.

“Sure ya do, they’re gonna drag you into this mess.”

“What mess?” Ronny asked.

“Dammit kid, quiet!”
Niles snapped.

“The accidents kids. There’s hundreds of ‘em around town. Everyone’s crashing, dying, getting hurt then dying. But that ain’t the problem. The problem is the bodies… they’re coming back to life…

“Ah, bullshit,” Niles said waving his hands. “You’re trying to scare the kid. Knock it off. Don’t you have a toilet to unclog?”

“Hey, my job is important here,” Rambo shouted. “You know what it’s like cleaning up after some of these people here? Huh? You think this is pleasure work man?” Rambo’s eyes looked towards Ronny. “You stick with this bum, you’re in for a life of darkness man. Look at his office, where is it? The basement. He’s a basement bum.”

“Fuck you,” Niles said.

“Wait a second, what about the bodies?” Ronny asked.

“Dammit, look what you started. Get the hell out of our way.”

Rambo turned to the side and pointed with his mop handle as if Niles and Ronny didn’t know where they were going. Well, Ronny technically didn’t know where he was going but Niles had put probably close to a thousand miles in the hospital during his tenure.

“See you around Ram-bone-head,” Niles said.

Rambo threw Niles the finger and then as Ronny walked by he put his hand down, stopping Ronny. “Remember what I said kid, it’s the accidents. Something’s going on out there, in the outside world…”

“Cut it,” Niles yelled and kept walking. 

Rambo moved his hand and Ronny caught up to Niles. Before either one could speak, Rambo yelled, “It’s true!”

Niles stopped. “Dammit, if there was something going on out there, it’d be happening in here. Use your head man. I’m sick of your stories… each week, it’s something new. Aliens.
Government takeover.
Government killing citizens.
And now, what, zombies?”

Niles continued walking. “I’m sorry Ronny, sometimes that guy just gets-”

“Hey there basement bum?” Rambo shouted.

Niles stopped but didn’t turn.

“The air coming into the hospital is filtered,” Rambo said. “Remember that… filtered…”

Niles started walking again and put his hand behind Ronny’s back. “Rambo’s nuts. Don’t listen.”

“Is the air filtered?” Ronny asked.

“Ah Christ, of course it is. We’re in a hospital. But if they’re bringing people in from the outside, and there was something wrong, what do you think would happen? Christ, can’t believe I’m talking like this.”

Ronny shut up but looked back one last time at Rambo. He was nodding, pointing up – to a vent.

* * *

David sat on the bench waiting for the ambulance to show up. He himself noted over a dozen calls in the past hour alone, all accidents. All the same idea – cars just crashing. Not going out of control, but rather as if the driver just kept driving, no matter what. 

It was strange, sure, but strange things had happened before. David remembered one night where a male baby was born every hour on the hour for nine hours straight. It was so strange that a few religious people came, hoping to catch sight of what they believed to be sent from above.

But this was a little different. People were dying. And it only seemed to be getting worse. 

David stood up and walked to the door. He looked at the button to press that would open the door but for some reason he hesitated. 

“Dave,” a voice called from behind him.

He turned and saw a short fat woman, sweet old Betty.

“Hey Betts.”

“I tried calling Unit 4 three times. They’re due here any second. Another trauma victim. This one’s still got a pulse, thank the Lord” – Betty pointed up and smiled – “but I don’t know Dave, it’s a little odd out there today.”

“Days come and go Betts,” David replied.

“I guess.”

Betty turned and began to waddle away.

David faced the door again and saw the ambulance pulling in.

“About damn time,” David said but then stepped back and put his hands up. “Wait a minute, wait a minute…”

The ambulance should have made a right hand turn. It should have come around a long grassy island, stopping in a way that would allow David to run out and assist with bringing in the stretcher. 

Instead, the ambulance never made the right turn. Instead it bounced up into the grass and back down off it a second later. David saw the driver, slumped over the wheel and then made out the figure in the back of the ambulance, a woman with bloody hair crouched down holding on. She looked at David and smiled, her teeth dripping blood.

“What the fu-”

David never got to finish his sentence. The ambulance hit the doors and shattered them and didn’t come to a complete stop for another twenty feet or so, but not before breaking David’s neck, killing him.

* * *

Ten minutes later, the first floor slowly turned into a wasteland. Those who came to check out the ambulance accident were faced with something from a nightmare. The woman from the accident, the one who should have been being rushed down a hall towards some kind of surgery, was chewing on the neck of the passenger in the ambulance. The woman tore at flesh and muscle like a hungry animal.

Betty had waddled her way back, hoping to joke with David and ask him what the hell was going on. When she saw the carnage, she stepped back, twisted her ankle, and fell down. Someone came to her aid but she only pointed.

“The driver’s alive,” Betty said.

All the attention went back to the ambulance. The driver threw its head back and screamed. The woman in the ambulance stood up and looked at the driver. The driver turned its head side to side and stood up. His head hit the top of the ambulance and then he crawled over the passenger and out the door. It stumbled and fell. A man, Nick Lowe, stepped forward.

“Nick, hold up,” a deep voiced Michael Boulder said. “I’m not sure what’s going on here.”

“That’s Darrel, I’ve known him for ten years.”

“I don’t think that’s Darrel anymore,” Betty called out from the floor.

“What does that mean?” Nick snapped.

The woman from the accident came out of the ambulance too. The driver, the maybe-Darrel, pushed himself up and looked at Michael. 

“Dar, you okay?” Michael asked.

When Darrel blinked, his eyes changed. They went from bloodshot to a hazy whitish color, almost milky. 

“Jesus Christ,” Michael said. “What’s happening?”

Michael Boulder’s question was never answered. His friend of ten years, Darrel, ran at him and tackled him. Before anyone could attempt to help, half of Michael’s neck was missing. Worse yet, the passenger in the ambulance began to wake up. 

Betty had an idea of what this was, but dammit, it was movie stuff.

Zombies.

Betty rolled to her large belly and started to pull herself. 

Her dangly bracelets scratched against the floor and pressed into her wrist and she tried to ignore the pain in her ankle. She had no idea where she was going to go, maybe far enough away to call for help. Or if her strength held up, back to her desk and call… call who?

Behind her she heard screams, slams, growls, and a sound that pinched her nerves – flesh tearing. A rough but somewhat squishy sound.

Betty couldn’t help it then, she started to cry. She cursed herself for doing so but the pain was too much. The reality, worse.


What came next she already knew and knew it well. She was overweight, old, with a bum ankle, and everything she’d ever known had been challenged. 

She heard them coming up behind her but she continued to stretch her arms and pull. They growled and stepped in irregular patterns, she refused to look behind her. She didn’t want to see who was actually coming. The bitten ones, the ones that died, they came back alive. She watched in the ambulance.

The end of the hall could have been five feet, could have been a mile, it didn’t matter. For Betty, she saw the end of the hall as a worn out blue couch. A few small tears, popcorn hiding in between the fat, indented cushions. She saw the picture above the couch, the one of an old hospital, painted in black and white. A friend (and nothing more… a secret she’d obviously take to her grave), Willie Piton, bought it for her ten years ago before he died. Her heart still ached at that loss. She heard a television, loud. She heard a game show. All this in front of her face. She stopped crawling and smiled. She closed her eyes and the scene kept playing. A hand grabbed her shoulder, squeezed tight, so tight. She tried to hold her breath but the stench of blood and death crawled up her nose. She exhaled, crying. 

The zombies fed.

* * *

One turned into two turned into three turned into a dozen. When the ambulance hit the hospital, it broke the main frame on the door enough so that there wasn’t much of an opening, unless of course you opened the back door of the ambulance. But let’s face it, one can hope the zombies would never become that smart. And let’s face it again, it didn’t matter.

Outside, it kept happening. Accident after accident.
People crashing, dying, coming back.

In the hospital, the west wing of the first floor became a blood bath. The east wing was fine, and actually kept functional as normal. Because that’s what people knew – normal. Sure, a few anomalies here and there in life, but nothing that time couldn’t fix…

Until now.

* * *

Niles never saw so many doctors and nurses on one floor. After stepping off the elevator, a woman flagged him down. 

Beverly Jacobs, a cute little number that Niles had enjoyed a decade ago. She told him it wouldn’t work, he took her word for it, and six months later she was married. Another notch into the ol’ black heart for Niles.

“Hey Bev.”

“Niles, they need you in 619.”

“On it, what’s wrong?”

“Nothing,” Beverly said grabbing Niles shoulder, pushing him.

“What about me?” Ronny asked a little uncomfortable. He thought about that other job, flipping burgers, about the grease hitting his skin… about the smell…

“You go into 604,” Beverly said.

“But he’s training,” Niles said.

“He’ll know what to do. They’ll tell him. You bring enough tape and tarps?”

“Yeah… but…”

“No time,” Beverly said. 

Niles kept walking and Ronny stood, a little flustered.

Great, he thought. He turned and walked down the other way, towards Room 604.

When he got there, the door was ajar. He knocked. Nobody responded. He knocked again and announced himself. “This, this is Ronny. I work here. With Niles…”

Ronny pushed the door and walked in to find a person in a bed. Tubes were connected to the person, a man, which he knew by the fact that the blanket was folding down, exposing his chest. Machines beeped and the room was just dark. Creepy almost. Ronny kept stepping in, slowly, hoping to not disturb the patient. As he looked around the room, he made the decision he was alone and needed to get out. Go find Niles. 

He turned and the machines started beeping loudly. When he looked back, the man in the bed was thrashing, trying to scream. Ronny ran to the bed and gasped for air. Most the man’s face was gone, the remaining pieces hidden by blood stained bandages. He was cut, bruised, and burned. He eyes were bulging as his muffled screams barely carried.

“Uh, hold on,” Ronny said looking for the remote to press for help. When he couldn’t find it he started yelling. When that didn’t work he tried to run but the man grabbed his arm and squeezed. Ronny fought, trying to pry away but couldn’t. 

The machines screamed and the man kicked.

“Let me go!” Ronny yelled. “So I can get help!”

Then it was over. The machines became quiet and the man relaxed. Ronny wasn’t a doctor, but he knew the man was dead.

Gone.

“Oh man,” Ronny whispered feeling his voice shaking.

He slid the lifeless fingers from his arm and saw the red marks.

“Dead man fingers,” Ronny said.

The dead body coughed and sat straight up. Ronny stepped back and took a swing. He didn’t mean to, it was just a reaction. He hit the man’s bandage and his hand slid into the blood and goo that was once muscle. Ronny screamed and felt his knees buckle. Then the man rolled off the bed reaching out and grabbing Ronny’s shoulders. A second later Ronny stared up at a bleeding corpse, eyes milky and dead. 

“Can’t be,” Ronny whispered.

The new zombie fed.

* * *

In Room 619, Niles found two doctors, three nurses, all looking worried and impatient. More specifically, the nurses looked worried and the doctors looked impatient.

“Hello,” Niles said smiling.

“Get plastic on those damn vents now,” one of the doctors said.

Niles put his hands up – I’m innocent – and then walked to the middle of the room. He looked up for a second and whistled.

“Someone tell the janitor to shut up and work,” a doctor said.

“Niles,” one of the nurses said. She put her finger to her lips and walked to him. 

“What’s up their ass Nanc?”
Niles asked smirking.

“Doctors,” Nancy replied with a whisper. “They think something’s wrong with the air outside. Causing accidents and… other problems.”

“Oh Christ, now you sound like Rambo.”

“Just trust me Niles, do what they say and get the hell out of here.”

Niles nodded and went out to a nursing station to get a step ladder. He came back and all the doctors were leaning over the patient in the room, murmuring to each other. He didn’t pick up much, not that he was really trying to listen. He hoped whatever was going on with the person, they’d be okay.

He puckered his lips to whistle but stopped himself just before exhaling. There was only one thing worse than a pissed off doctor and that was two pissed off doctors… or three…

Niles opened the ladder and the base hit with a loud clang sound. All eyes looked at him. 

“Sorry there folks,” he said.

He stepped up the ladder and pulled the tape from his waistband. He bit four pieces of tape and stuck them to the ceiling. As he brought the tarp up to the ceiling, he saw the vent. He wasn’t sure why he looked at it the way he did – that damn Rambo, he thought. 

Why were they having him tape the vent?

Was something really coming in from the outside?

And if so, how bad was it that it compromised the hospitals filtration system?

Niles shook it off and taped the vent. When he was done, he stepped back down and closed the ladder. He stood there for a second, marveling at the doctors working. Six hands working differently but yet all at together, healing, saving a life.

Hopefully.

Before Niles could snicker to himself at the thought, one of the doctors shouted, “He moved! Dammit! He moved!”

“Calm down, reflex,” another said.

“It wasn’t a goddamn reflex.”

“I’ll call for help,” a nurse said.

“We are the help!” the third doctor shouted.

“Relax,” the second doctor said.

A small argument ensued but abruptly stopped when the patient sat straight up in bed. 

Healed, Niles thought nodding.

The rest of the room seemed to disagree. Everyone stepped back, the nurses with their hands to their mouths, holding back any sounds.

“Jesus Christ,” the first doctor said. “His vitals… they were…”

“You!” the second doctor yelled pointing at Niles. “What took so long to tape that vent?”

“I taped it,” Niles said.

“Idiot,” the third doctor muttered.

Niles stepped forward – doctor or not, nobody could call someone an idiot like that. He pointed his finger, “Let me tell you something…”

The patient turned its head and grabbed one of the nurses by her hair. He pulled her in and bit her face with such force, she didn’t have a chance to scream. Her nose, top lip, and part of her ear were gone. The patient let her go and she fell in a bloody heap. Then he reached for one of the doctors but was smacked away.

“Get out!” the doctor yelled.

Everyone scrambled, but the patient grabbed another nurse and sank its teeth into her shoulder. She screamed. 

“Zombie!” her voice echoed in the room. “They’re turning into zombies!”

With the room clearing, Niles couldn’t do the same. No way. Not without helping. He hurried and grabbed the patient by its arm.

“Let go,” he said.

When the patient looked at Niles and he saw the face, the wounds, and the eyes – oh my God, the eyes – that’s when Niles realized maybe Rambo wasn’t so crazy after all.

Niles drew a knife, his pocket knife he always kept, and then took a swing at the zombie. He slashed its face and it growled but not in pain. It ignores Niles and bit into the nurses neck. She screamed again but this one only lasted a few seconds. She was dead.

“Damn,” Niles said and swung his knife again and again. He finally hit a sweet spot, so to say. He cut the zombies throat and it leaned its head back, squirting a dark yellowish liquid all over Niles.

He tried to step back but ended up sliding in the mess and landed on his ass.

The zombie started to move again and Niles feared the worse.

He started to kick his legs, pushing himself back, but where was he going to go? A corner?
Against a wall?

The zombie planted its feet and stood up, growling and hissing. It leaned forward a little bit and part of its skull fell off and splashed into the yellow goo. The injuries were obvious of some kind of accident and it was odd to think that maybe an hour ago this creature was a regular breathing human.

“Oh my, oh my,” Niles whispered.

He waited for the zombie to come, hoping to defend himself with his knife.

As the zombie took its third step a piece of wood came out through its forehead so fast and with such force that Niles face was hit with blood from across the room. The piece of wood turned a few times and then slid back out. The zombie fell, showing a smiling Rambo standing with a broken broom handle.

“What the hell?” Niles asked.

“I just saved your life,” Rambo said pointing the broom. “Now go clean up, don’t let that shit touch your blood. If it mixes, you’ll become one of them.”

Rambo turned and walked away.

“Hey,” Niles called out.

Rambo turned.

“I’m sorry for doubting you…”

“Just don’t let that shit touch your blood.”

* * *

Niles felt like Frankenstein, the clichéd version, walking down the hall. His arms were stretched out, his face forced into a stone like position, and his legs moving one by one, stiff. 

Damn Rambo, he thought.

The son of a bitch could preach on lunch break about aliens until he’s blue in the face and nothing happens. He could talk about how there’s really more land in the world but it’s hidden, used by world governments for special projects. But of all things, of all damn things that could happen in this world… zombies.

And he was right about it. 

The air.

The air from the outside.

Infecting everything.

But the blood too.


Or that’s what Rambo said.

The yellow ooze smelled horrible. The stench kept rising right up Niles nose. He wanted to cough, sneeze, hell, maybe even cry at that moment, but he couldn’t. Sure, the odds of Rambo being right about two things were as likely as… zombies running around a hospital, which was all that Niles could think of.

“Oh shit,” he whispered and pressed the button on the elevator.

The ride was quiet, except for the second and first floors.

He could hear noise. Lots of it.
Scratching sounds.
Growling sounds. The worst, screams.

When the elevator door opened, Niles stood there for a few seconds scanning the musty smelling hall. 

No noise.

No zombies.

“Zombies,” he whispered shaking his head.

He stepped from the elevator and checked the hall again. There was no doubt in his mind, it was clear. They must have came in through the first floor.

“Ambulances,” Niles said. “Goddammit.
The ambulances. The hospital had been sealed off, sure, with its air filtration, but not from outside air when the door opened. Sure it could be filtered but how long would that take? And if the air was… bad... how long did it take to harm people?

Too many questions to try and answer.

Niles caught himself walking slow as he thought. When he snapped from his thoughts he remembered his clothing and body had been soaked in the yellow ooze. He picked up his pace and made it into his office. 

The office where the morning had begun.

Where he had first met Ronny…

“Damn, Ronny,” Niles said.

He looked up and thought about the kid. He made a mental note once he changed to go get the kid and bring him down in the basement to wait it out.

Wait it out.

That was the sensible thing to do. Somebody would fix this soon. Right?

In the back storage closet Niles kept three changes of clothes. He had a junk set, one that he kept to change into in case there was a sewage problem. The second set was something resembling what he wore now, blue jeans, a black t-shirt. The only difference was his current outfit dripped the bloody ooze. The final change of clothing was a nice set of clothes, a polo shirt, khakis, and brown shoes. Just in case one of the nurses wanted dinner after a long shift.

He had already mentally decided on the second outfit when he grabbed the door handle. He had been used to it being a little hard to open and very rarely did he get into a fight with the door like Ronny did that morning.

But the zombie blood ruined it all.

Niles grabbed the handle and pulled. The handle turned and clicked open but his hand slid off. The door opened just enough for him to catch his grip and pull the door open. When he braced himself, he smiled.

“Caught it!” he yelled.

A scene from two hours ago played in his mind. The mess.
The wet mess in the drain. His right foot hit the mess and he slid again. As he went forward reaction overpowered his brain. His hand went out for the inside handle, the broken one, and he screamed. He curled his hand, hoping to miss it, but the forearm hit, tearing open from wrist to elbow.

Niles hit the ground and his head smacked with an echoing thud. He didn’t hear the thud, he was out cold.

* * *

When Niles came to, he found himself curled up and shaking. He looked at his arm and saw the blood, everywhere. He couldn’t even see the cut, nor could he move his fingers. Then he saw the yellow liquid mixing with his blood on the floor, creating a thick orange concoction. 

“Blood,” Niles said. “The blood.
My blood.”

He looked again at his forearm and watched as the yellow zombie blood ran into the wound. He told his mind to move. Stand up and shake his arm. Wash it out. Wash the damn cut out! Get that blood out of there.

“Move,” Niles said. “Come on, move…”

He couldn’t.

His body soon ached.

The yellow blood mixing with his blood soon began to puss, but only for a few minutes before it stopped. Everything stopped. Niles blood stopped pumping. As did his heart. His mind shut down. His eyes glazed and then faded away like an old picture rotting. 

A few minutes after that, Niles sat up, only it wasn’t Niles. 

It would be a matter of hours before the hospital was overrun. From there, the world.
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