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CHAPTER 1
 
    
 
   The sun started to set, casting the room in shadows.
 
   Dr. Michael Waters stared from the bedside at the emaciated remains of his favorite patient, an octogenarian named Roy Hogan. The elderly man’s once plump face had thinned down to flesh covered bone and his hazel eyes stared lifelessly at the ceiling. Michael would’ve had a hard time believing this was the same vibrant farmer he knew almost seven months ago when society’s collapse expanded his scope of practice from OB-GYN to general medicine had he not watched the decline. Holed up in the spare bedroom of Michael’s house, cancer was taking Roy slowly. 
 
   Michael adjusted the pillows under Roy’s feet to prevent further bed sores. His skin had broken down in two large circles near his hips where his diminishing weight settled against the mattress. Michael checked the dressing on the bone-deep wounds, and finding them no better, changed his choice in antibiotic. The ulcers had been avoidable up until Roy lost his ability to walk. The sores became another in a long line of complications. There was a race between the things trying to kill this poor man, and so far, the skin infection was winning. 
 
   “Everything okay?” Ashley, Michael’s wife, stood in the doorway. Her reddish-blonde hair sparkled in the fading sunlight. Freckles dotted her delicate features. She rubbed vanilla scented lotion into her hands and tugged her sweatshirt sleeves down from over her elbows. A basket of wet laundry lay on the floor at her feet and Adam, their five-year-old son, clung to her hip. 
 
   Michael smiled, happy to see them both. He checked Roy’s oxygen tank and shook his head. “The tank’s almost empty and this is the last of them. I sent Earl and Randy to the office for the spare generator.” He unwound a long power cord and pulled an oxygen concentrator to the bedside.
 
   “You really think running a generator is a good idea?” Ashley’s tone indicated she wasn’t entirely on-board. 
 
   “You know what Roy did for us, Ash. I won’t let him suffocate.” Michael whispered, though he could’ve shouted and Roy wouldn’t have heard him.
 
   Surviving in the remains of the organized world meant adapting. Clinging to a rigorous daily work routine kept Michael sane. Bartering his services for supplies kept his family comfortable. Roy Hogan had given up an entire cattle farm, which was both a long and short-term solution to their food problems. Michael intended on making every minute of Roy’s care worth the security.
 
   Adam tugged Ashley’s sweatshirt and pouted. “Mommy, I’m hungry. I want peanut butter and jelly.”
 
   Ashley roughed his hair. “Who’d have thought it’d be bread we missed most?” Perishable foods had been the first luxury sacrificed. “I can give you some peanut butter crackers.”
 
   Adam smiled, pleased with the substitution.
 
   “Is that another loose tooth?” Michael covered Roy with the thick, down comforter and squatted down in front of his young son. He looked more like Ashley by the day, except for his almost white-blond hair. That, he got from Michael.
 
   Adam pinched his lips together and grabbed Ashley’s hand. He’d always been a momma’s boy and The Collapse, the survivor’s term for the world going to hell, only made that worse. Michael envied his wife and son’s relationship, but he understood. Ashley had been with Adam twenty-four hours a day, tending to his every need and want since birth. Michael had always been working. Even now, the work came home with him.
 
   “Show daddy your tooth, silly.” Ashley urged him to share.
 
   Adam opened his mouth and wiggled his loose front tooth with his tongue. 
 
   Michael smiled. “It doesn’t look like we have to call the tooth fairy just yet.”
 
   Rex, their German Shepherd, barked downstairs.
 
   “Sounds like they’re back.” Ashley looked out the window. “Just in time.” 
 
   No one went out after dark.
 
   She lifted the laundry basket and went downstairs with Adam on her heels. Michael followed them and opened the front door for the others. A gust of wind blew through the entranceway and knocked over a frame on the hall table. He ran a hand over his brush-cut, blond hair and stood on the porch until the white Yukon backed up.
 
   “Where do you want it?” Earl Tipton opened the hatch and pulled the gas-powered generator toward him. Six feet two and toned, Earl didn’t look near his age of fifty-years-old. Had it not been for the silver peppering his dark hair and beard, he wouldn’t have looked a day over thirty. 
 
   Robert, who stood at average height, looked small by comparison. “Here, let me help.” The newest in the group, Robert struggled to fit in. 
 
   Randy, the thinnest and spryest of the three, knew better than to offer. Earl didn’t ever want help. He grabbed one side of the generator and lifted. Earl shot Robert a dirty look and waited for Michael’s direction. 
 
   “Put it out back.” Michael looked at Robert. “Why don’t you go up to Mr. Hogan’s room? There’s a rope up there on the floor. Throw it out the window and you can hoist up the extension cord.”
 
   Ashley smiled. “Adam, why don’t you help him? Mommy’s going to hang up the laundry and I’ll be right in.”
 
   Adam shook his head. He didn’t want to go, but Michael insisted. “It’s better if you’re not outside this close to dark, buddy.” 
 
   There was less than an hour of light left. 
 
   Robert reached for the boy’s hand and chatted about monster trucks to get him up the stairs. Earl and Randy set up the generator around back.
 
   “Don’t forget to lock the gate,” Michael called after them. Fences were a first line of defense. He closed the front door, kissed Ashley, and carried the heavy laundry basket of soaking wet clothes for her.
 
   Ashley hung the laundry on a line that stretched the width of their yard, carefully placing the pins where they wouldn’t crease the fabric. 
 
   Michael waited for Robert to throw him the line.
 
   “Hi mommy!” Adam waved out the window. 
 
   Robert tossed down the rope.
 
   Michael tied the end of the rope to the extension cord and unscrewed the generator’s gas cap.
 
   Randy made two trips and came back with three large, red gas cans, which he set next to the generator.
 
   Michael filled the tank, careful not to drop the gas can with his sweat-slick hands, and tried to steady his nerves as he fired up the machine. He tied the end of an extension cord to the rope dangling from the second floor bedroom window and tugged to signal he was ready. “Pull it up,” he shouted and when nothing happened, he yelled up again. “Robert, come on. Pull up the cord.” 
 
   Ashley picked up the empty basket and headed inside. 
 
   “Adam, Robert, hello?” Dread set in just before Michael heard Ashley’s scream. 
 
   “I got her, Doc.” Earl was the closest to the back door and the first one inside. 
 
   Michael all but trampled him to get to his family. “Ashley, are you okay?”
 
   The front door had been forced open and flapped in the heavy wind. An obese woman with a tattered nightdress and hanging skin blocked the hallway. Her right eyelid had been bitten half-off and her eyes were pure white. Fresh blood stained her broken teeth and Michael feared the worst. 
 
    “Ashley, Robert, someone answer me.” His heart raced as he waited for confirmation that his family was all right. “Something’s wrong.” Michael rushed toward the infected woman and only stopped when Earl grabbed him by his jacket collar and pulled him aside.
 
   “Watch out!” Earl drove the pointed end of a fireplace poker into the woman’s open mouth and thrust it upward through her palate. He shouted and put all his weight into forcing the woman backward and pinning her to the drywall.  Black blood spilled down her chin and the wrought iron, unable to hold her, let go.
 
   The droning noise of the generator called several more infected from the distance.
 
   Michael hurdled over the woman’s crumpled body, slammed the front door, and locked it. “Ashley!” He took the stairs two at a time, following a set of muddy footprints that warned he was already too late. “Adam!” He grabbed his pistol from the master bedroom nightstand and rushed into the guest room. 
 
   A teenage boy wearing slim-fit jeans and a tattered band tee hunched over the queen size bed, clawing and chewing Roy’s brittle flesh. 
 
   “Get away from him,” Michael shouted.
 
   A thick lock of blue hair fell over the boy’s white eyes. 
 
   Michael fired a single kill shot into the boy’s forehead and called for his family to come out of hiding. “Ashley, Adam, come on. Please, someone answer me. Let me know you’re all right.” He could barely see through his tears. 
 
   The generator fell silent and wind blew through the open bedroom window.
 
   “Help me.” Robert lay on the floor beneath the fluttering, floor-length curtain. He’d been bitten and was gasping for breath. 
 
   “Come on, we have to get you out of here.” Michael went to lift him up, to quarantine him for his safety as much as for the others, but Robert held him off. It wasn’t the kind of help he was asking for. He grabbed the end of the pistol in Michael’s hand and placed it under his chin.
 
   “Do it,” Robert whispered.
 
   They’d made a pact that no one infected lives. 
 
   “I don’t want to.” Michael considered his missing wife and son and couldn’t help wondering if they’d been too extreme. Others in their group had lost loved ones, but he never had, and perspective made all the difference. “I can’t.”
 
   Robert forced Michael’s finger against the trigger. The pistol discharged and the round shattered the dying man’s head, spattering Michael with blood, skull fragments, and teeth.
 
   Earl appeared in the doorway, out of breath and bloody from having dealt with his own action. “Doc, are you all right?”  
 
   Michael looked up, his ears ringing, and the blood making it hard to see. He wiped his face on his sleeve and took a sobering breath. “I can’t find Ashley or Adam.”
 
   Earl lowered his head, his expression one of a man who knew something.
 
   “Have you seen them?” Michael staggered through the carnage, a little off-balance. “Earl, do you know where they are?” He followed Earl’s sightline to the bathroom at the end of the hall. A bloody handprint of delicate, long fingers stained the white trim. The door was closed and Michael stared at the void left by a wedding ring. “Ashley!”
 
   “No, Doc.” Earl thrust his thick arm across the hallway in front of Michael, but he wouldn’t be deterred.
 
   Michael shoved him aside and reached for the knob. He pulled the door open and Ashley lunged at him. Her hands contracted into claws and her expressionless face held only the familiar, possessed hunger of someone newly infected.
 
   Earl threw Michael down on the hardwood floor and pulled his gun. 
 
   A shooting pain sparked in Michael’s wrist as he caught his fall and scrambled to his knees, desperate to stop Earl.
 
   “No!” he shouted, but it was too late. 
 
   Earl fired his pistol and sent Ashley tumbling backward into the antique claw foot tub. The purple flowered curtain cushioned her fall. Curtain rings tore from the bar one at a time and scattered around the room. 
 
   “Fuck!” Michael’s primal scream was full of pain, anger, and hatred and he sprang to his feet, worried that Adam might be next. 
 
   Earl’s face twisted with pain and sympathy. “I’m sorry, Doc. We agreed...”
 
   “I know what we agreed to.” Michael punched the wall, his hand narrowly missing a stud as it pierced through the wallpaper and sheetrock. He scanned the bathroom for signs of his son without staring too long at Ashley’s body. He prayed he hadn’t been bitten, too. A scratching noise came from the direction of the guest bedroom closet. He had to get rid of Earl before he heard it, too. “Adam’s still missing,” Michael said, unable to look Earl in the eye. “He probably got scared and went looking for Ashley. I’ll check the house. You and Randy take the yard. He’s got to be out there and it’s almost dark.” 
 
   


 
   
  
 

CHAPTER 2
 
    
 
   Penny sat on the floor of her double-wide trailer, dreading another night. 
 
   With the windows boarded up, the door locked, and the absolute silence of a powerless existence, her home felt like a coffin. The stale air, once fresh with the sweet smell of cookies, stunk of confinement and of the kerosene from a portable heater.
 
   She stared at the reflection of the lantern flame flickering in the black screen of a television that hadn’t been on in months. What started as an epidemic, the zombie virus that affected only Strandville, had become a pandemic with Amy Porter as its hub. Communications shut down and the organized world collapsed. Penny, having survived the outbreak at the Nixon Center, knew more about why than most. 
 
   The virus spread faster than whomever tried could stop it. Amy had been found shot, at least that’s what the news reported, though Penny supposed she was dead long before that, infected by her brother, Billy. A pistol was retrieved not a hundred yards from her body along with a makeshift sling. Penny assumed it was Reid attempting to right the wrong of their escape. It brought her no comfort to know that either Billy or Reid might still be out there.
 
   Beth, Penny’s mother, groaned from the sofa. “Where am I?”
 
   Penny dabbed the glistening sweat from her mother’s round face.
 
   Donald, Penny’s father, sat with his wife’s head in his thin lap and stroked her greasy hair. “She’s getting worse.”
 
   “Mom, you’re home. Dad and I are here with you.” Penny could see in her father’s eyes that the long, paranoid nights and her mother’s deterioration had beaten him. “It’s the insulin. Maybe she’s taken too much, or maybe not enough.” With no practicing doctors in Strandville, there was no way to test her blood, hence no way to know how to adjust her diabetes medication. 
 
   “She needs to eat something.” Penny handed over a quarter-sleeve of salted crackers from their diminishing food supply. “You, too, Dad.” His baggy overalls, held up only by the straps, hung on him like drapes. There was no body visible beneath them except for the sharp, bony protrusions of his shoulders and hips.
 
   “She needs them worse than I do.” Donald opened the package and positioned Beth’s head so that she could eat without choking.
 
   The loss of sensation in Beth’s legs and feet had been the earliest casualty of her progressive illness. Walking, even with a cane, was impossible. The musty couch had become her home. 
 
   Penny held her mother’s shaking hand and tried to smile.
 
   “We can’t keep goin’ like this,” Beth said in a rare, lucid moment. Donald held a cracker to her lips and she turned her face away. “It’s too hot in here to eat.” She pulled her hand back and fanned herself. “I feel so dizzy. I need fresh air.” 
 
   “We can’t open the door. Not now,” Donald said.
 
   “Please, Don. The heat is killing me.”
 
    “You know what’s out there,” Penny said, warning him not to comply.
 
   Tears streamed down Beth’s plump cheeks, mingling with the rolling beads of sweat. “Just for a minute, please. I can’t breathe.”
 
   “Mom, no.” Penny remained firm, though it was hard to deny her ailing mother the reprieve.
 
   “Dammit, open the door!” 
 
   Donald stood, lifted the slipping strap of his overalls back onto his bony shoulder, and propped Beth up with the pillow. “Only long enough to air it out in here,” he said. “After that, you sweat until morning if you have to.” He limped to the door, holding the leg Beth had been resting on for hours, and undid the lock.
 
   Beth groaned and put her head between her hands.
 
   “We have to be quiet.” Penny dimmed the lantern and walked to the doorway, staring into the void where the world used to be. 
 
   Leaves rustled as the fall wind blew the branches toward a starless night sky. Penny closed her eyes and listened to the crickets chirp in the distance, savoring the sign of life.
 
   “It’s still hot in here,” Beth said, her words slightly slurring.
 
   Donald fanned the metal door to move the air. “Maybe we take the boards off of just one of the windows?”
 
   Penny wanted to tell him that after all she’d seen they should have boarded the door, too, but arguing was pointless. Her parents would never, for as long as they both lived, understand what she’d been through inside the Nixon Center.
 
   “We have to close up,” she said. 
 
   Beth howled, pleading for them to leave the door open.
 
   “I’m sorry, hon. Penny’s right.” Donald shut the door and Beth screamed louder.
 
   Penny shushed her mother. “You have to keep it down.” Something crashed against the side of the trailer and startled her.
 
    “It’s just the wind,” Donald said. “Probably blew over some junk in the yard.” 
 
   A gust caught the front door and the vacuum of changing winds sucked it open, slamming it against the side of the trailer. Penny reached for the knob and a slick, bony hand caught her arm. She screamed and recoiled from the infected man, immediately recognizing him from the crescent-shaped scar on his right cheek as their neighbor, Bill Holston. A rounded ridge of bone protruded from the bite mark near his eye and stuck out against the darkness. 
 
   Penny pulled the door, hard, but Bill persisted even after she slammed his arm in it. Behind him, the shuffling footsteps of people she could not see rustled the crisp, fallen leaves.
 
   “Move outta’ the way!” Donald brushed Penny aside and aimed his shotgun directly at Bill’s face. He pulled the trigger and scattered bits of the man’s head. Maura, Bill’s oldest daughter, clamored at the threshold and Donald stepped back to re-load.
 
   Penny kicked the girl and tried to pull the door closed, but it ricocheted off the jamb. “Something’s caught.” A piece of Bill’s shattered skull wedged at the hinge and Penny pried at it, desperate to get it free without the sharp edge cutting her.
 
   Donald held the door as close to shut as it would go, but it only made her task that much harder.
 
   “Dad, you have to let go.”
 
   When he did, Jennifer, Bill’s wife, dragged him into the blackness.
 
   “Dad!” Penny reached for her father’s hand too late.
 
   Jennifer sunk her teeth into his wrinkled neck and his body went limp as he passed out almost immediately from the heavy, arterial blood spray. 
 
   Penny cried, praying as she worked at freeing the door. “Please, God. Please.” 
 
   Two white beams fractured the darkness, illuminating the infected children shambling across their front lawn. Penny squinted into the light, the glow reflected off of the lenses of a pair of dark-framed glasses.
 
   “Brian!”
 
   Brian Foster raised his ax and cut the head off of Imogene, Bill’s youngest daughter, who was wandering as if she was lost. Blood soaked her princess pajamas and her headless body took a last crooked step before falling.
 
   Penny continued to work at the door, but the more anxious she became, the harder her hands shook and the more impossible it seemed to displace the lodged fragment.
 
   “Close the door,” Foster shouted.
 
   “I can’t.”
 
   Thomas, the Holston’s seven-year-old son, was the last of Bill’s family to fall. Foster took a rounded swing, like he had at Imogene, but there was more heft to Thomas than to his three-year-old sister and the first blow wasn’t enough. Thomas staggered sideways and went back at Foster.
 
   “Brian, watch out!”
 
   Foster lifted the ax over his shoulder and brought it down with an audible whistle that split the young boy’s head in two. Thomas toppled and his body landed next to his sister’s.
 
   Penny surveyed the dead bodies littering her patchy lawn and tried not to look at her father’s as she zigzagged across the lawn and collapsed into Brian’s wiry arms. “What are you doing here?” She buried her face against his narrow chest.
 
   “Keeping you safe,” he said and stroked her hair. “Are you okay?”
 
   She met his hardened gaze, recognizing immediately that he wasn’t the same man who had brought her home seven months ago. He had done and seen things that had changed him.
 
   A curdling scream came from inside the trailer and Penny pulled away from him. “Mom!” 
 
   Foster choked up on the ax and ran ahead of Penny. The headlights glinted off the bloody blade as he made his way through the slain.
 
   “Help me!” Beth shouted.
 
   Penny followed Foster into the trailer and covered her mouth with both hands. Her mother’s nightgown was lifted over her face and her father chewed through her fatty belly, snarling and growling from the infection. 
 
   “Oh, please, no.” Penny cried.
 
   “Go, get out of here,” Foster insisted. “Get in the Jeep.”
 
   The sight held her frozen.
 
   “Go, now. I don’t want you to see this.” 
 
   Her father stood, wobbling and weakened, and lumbered toward them. Foster buried the blade of the ax deep into his forehead. His thinning hair did nothing to mask the extent of the injury, and when Foster twisted the blade, the gap widened. Her father twitched and fell dead at her feet.
 
   Penny’s stare remained fixed and she was unable to walk away. Her whole body shook as she wept. 
 
   “For God’s sake, close your eyes,” Foster said.
 
   “Please, don’t.” Her voice was barely a squeak and her eyelids fought closing. Her mother was as good as dead, she knew that, but she asked for her life to be spared anyway. 
 
   “I’m sorry.” Foster’s eyes glossed over with tears. “I have to.” He lifted the ax and beheaded her mother with a single, humane chop.
 
   


 
   
  
 

CHAPTER 3
 
    
 
   Michael closed the bathroom door, terrified of the effect the grisly scene would have on Adam if he saw what had become of his mother. He pressed his palm to the dried imprint left by Ashley’s hand and swallowed his grief.
 
   Earl and Randy searched outside, giving him precious little time to coax Adam out of hiding. He walked to the guest bedroom and covered the dispatched corpses with blankets. 
 
   “Adam, buddy, come on out. Everything’s okay.” Michael tried to sound reassuring. “You don’t have to be scared.” The scratching noise returned. “Adam, is that you, pal?” He opened the closet door. “Adam?” The bright blue monster truck shirt gave away the trembling ball in the corner. “Son, thank God.” Michael reached for Adam’s hand and he retreated, holding his forearm. “Adam, it’s daddy.” Sweat glistened on Adam’s forehead and his face was red with fever. Michael checked to make sure Earl and Randy weren’t around before scooping him up. 
 
   Adam started to cry. 
 
   “Shhhh. It’s okay.” Michael pulled the blue monster truck shirt off over Adam’s head and lifted the sleeve of the shirt underneath it. “Oh, God.” He inspected the bite mark deep into the muscle of his forearm. “Come on, buddy. Hang in there.” He rushed Adam to the master bathroom sink and washed the wound, but his eyes had already begun to cloud. Michael watched, helplessly, as they rolled back into his head. “No, no. Stay with me.” He tapped Adam’s cheek, desperate for him to regain awareness. “Adam, come on.” He laid the boy on the bathroom floor. Adam’s body shook and his muscles twitched and tightened as a bit of vomit spilled from the corner of his mouth. “Adam, can you hear me?” Michael broke down as his son withered in his arms. 
 
   “Any luck?” Randy called up from downstairs.
 
   Michael sniffled and took a deep breath to steady his voice. “No, nothing. I’ll be right down.” The last thing he wanted was for them to find him like this. He looked around the bedroom and his eyes settled on the footlocker he’d traveled with since Boot Camp. “I’m so sorry,” he whispered and locked Adam’s lifeless body inside. He pushed the trunk into the closet, tucked Adam’s monster truck shirt under his own, and hurried to where Earl and Randy waited downstairs.
 
   “No sign of him out back,” Randy said. 
 
   Earl moved the curtain covering the front door sidelight. “He could’ve made it to the truck, I suppose.” 
 
   Michael nodded. “It’s a long shot, but if he saw what was coming…” He yanked the fire poker from the mouth of the obese female corpse spread across the hallway floor. “We shouldn’t go out there unarmed. There’s an ax out back on the stump.” He handed Earl one of three flashlights from the table by the door. “You take the poker. I’ll grab the ax and meet you out front.” He handed an aluminum bat to Randy. “Adam’s out there, he has to be. I can’t lose him, too.” He headed out the back sliding glass door and prayed he’d convinced them that his boy really was missing. 
 
   A quarter-acre of thick woods surrounded his house on three sides. He did a cursory sweep for straggling infected and headed into the forest of leaf-bare trees. He tore his son’s monster truck shirt and planted it on a low branch where it was sure to be seen in the morning.
 
   “Adam!” He called for his son as he rounded the corner of his house.
 
   Earl pulled open the Yukon’s passenger’s side door. “Adam. Son, you in here?”
 
   Randy opened the rear doors and shined the flashlight under the seat. “He’s not here.” 
 
   Earl checked the back cargo area. “Not here, either.”
 
   “Adam, come out, buddy. Where are you? God, why is this happening to me?” Michael collapsed on the front porch steps and buried his face in his hands. The ax blade rested between his feet.
 
   Randy set his hand on Michael’s shoulder. “We’ll find him. You know how good kids are at hiding. He’ll get hungry and come out when you least expect it.”
 
   Michael sniffled and nodded.
 
   That’s what he was afraid of.
 
   


 
   
  
 

CHAPTER 4
 
    
 
   Max Reid stepped out of a cold shower and wrapped a towel around his waist. He flexed his chest and arm muscles and rotated his aching shoulder. The scar where Scott Penton had shot him had finally started to fade, but the puckered, white star in his skin served as a constant reminder of his failure. He hadn’t delivered Miranda and made a fast enemy of Nixon who he knew was responsible for the men hunting him now.
 
   He smoothed his hands over his light brown hair, turning to see the pistol tattoo that barely showed through the new growth, and covered his head with a cap of white shaving cream. He’d considered leaving the center more than once, venturing out to find a nice-looking woman to keep company with, but it was too easy to stay. The place was well-stocked with everything from personal care items to medical supplies, and the few who dared enter, hadn’t made it out. He wet a disposable razor and made the first pass over his head. The freshly exposed skin made a white line where it met the last of the summer’s tan. He tried not to think too hard about winter as he made the next few passes and dressed in a clean Nixon Center uniform shirt. He left the navy blue button-down open, pinched the diminishing pouch of fat covering his muscular abs, and injected the antiviral solution meant for “just in case."
 
   Living with the infected, risk was inherent. The same could be said about crossing Nixon. Reid hoped that using the antiviral as a vaccine would buy him time if he were ever bit. He deposited the empty syringe in a near-full sharps container bolted to the wall and opened the blinds. The shot was his last and he was going to have to go to places he’d been avoiding to replenish his stash. 
 
   The same few cars, which had belonged to patients, visitors, and work crews, rusted in the center parking lot. The canopy of the vast acres of trees had thinned out to the point that he could see the minor in-roads he hadn’t been able to keep watch over until now. He squinted and pressed his face to the cool glass, struggling to make out something in the distance. An unfamiliar, blue pick-up truck sat parked in the employee lot. He looked around for signs of its owner, and finding none, grabbed his pistol. 
 
   “Nice try, Nixon.” 
 
   He wondered how many men he had sent this time and prepared to do whatever was necessary to stay alive.
 
   Abandoned construction materials cluttered the fifth floor hallway. Buckets of taping compound propped up stacks of unused drywall. Plastic sheeting hung from the ceiling and there were several tool boxes from which to choose a weapon from.
 
   Reid picked up a crow bar and went quietly into the stairwell. His eyes darted left then right as he searched for intruders. He crept down to the fire-ravaged lobby which had been burned-out the night of the evacuation. The fire smoldered for almost two days and consumed several dozen bodies which were now piled in the remains of Ambulatory Surgery. He didn’t even notice the smell anymore. 
 
   The elevator car, which was still the only way to the basement, had gotten stuck somewhere on one of the upper floors. Reid pried the doors open and used an extension ladder to get down to the dark, windowless space where many of the supplies were stockpiled. 
 
   He hated it down there, but it was the only place he knew of that would have more shots. 
 
   His heavy footfall echoed against the aluminum and made it hard to hear much else. He turned on an LED flashlight and descended with the crowbar tucked under his arm in case.
 
   Body parts had spoiled with the lack of refrigeration and the decomposition produced a gas that irritated his eyes and made a smell far worse than that of the charred first floor. He pulled his shirt up to cover the lower half of his face and moved the flashlight back and forth in search of others. 
 
   He walked toward the grim kitchenette where he’d once prepared meals for the infected and doubled over as the thick stench reached down his throat. He barely moved his shirt in time before vomiting and spat, several times, to break the thick string of saliva. The cotton was little help as a filter so he breathed through his mouth, which now tasted sour and bitter. A green-yellow liquid pooled at his feet and coated the bottom of his boots.
 
   He had no choice but to keep going. His stomach cramped as he stepped into the defunct operating room Nixon had used for extraction and insemination. Few things bothered him the way decomposition did and he closed the door behind him to block the smell. He maneuvered past the storage containers that, for all he knew, might still have infected sperm inside, and went into the scrub suite. He searched the cabinets, the cupboards, and the dressing area but found nothing other than some sterilized scalpels next to the toppled autoclave. He pocketed several. 
 
   “There has to be shots in here.” 
 
   There was no way Nixon would operate without them.
 
   He shined the light inside the supply tray drawer and found two syringes underneath a stack of gauze.
 
   “Better than nothing.”
 
   He froze at the sound of approaching footsteps.
 
   “Hey, I found something.” An unfamiliar male voice came from the hall. “Looks like fresh vomit.”
 
   Reid set the crowbar down and opened one of the scalpels. He turned off his flashlight and pressed his back against the operating table.
 
   “I’ve got footsteps over here,” said another, deeper voice.
 
   Reid’s heart pounded as footsteps shuffled outside. The door opened and a pool of white light spread across the floor. 
 
   The man lowered the drop-down doorstop, but as soon as he was inside, the rubber foot let go and the door slammed closed, causing him to drop his flashlight.
 
   “Dammit.” The man stumbled into the surgical tray and recovered. 
 
   The flashlight rolled along the uneven floor and settled out of the man’s reach. 
 
   Reid watched from the shadows for his chance at freedom.
 
   


 
   
  
 

CHAPTER 5
 
    
 
   Miranda Penton locked the front door and waddled down the porch steps of the home where she and Scott had lived before their divorce, and where she returned to after her escape from the Nixon Healing and Research Center. Two hundred miles from Strandville, she couldn’t stop feeling like a prisoner. 
 
   Scott lowered the passenger’s side window of a red 1970’s Ford Ranger pick-up and gestured for her to get in. Sunlight glinted off the broad, chrome grill. Rust ate the fenders and spread through the faded paint toward the doors. 
 
   “Need a ride?”
 
   She scrunched up her face and coughed from the thick smell of exhaust. “Where’s the Hummer?”
 
   Scott scratched his head, roughing his scruffy, dark hair, and shrugged. “It’s bad on gas.” His smile implied sarcasm.
 
   Miranda walked down the slight hill. The basketball in the center of her small frame made it hard to find or keep her balance. “And this is better?” 
 
   “It’s four-wheel drive.”
 
   He could say what he wanted, but she knew the change was because of her. He worried that someone from the Nixon Center was coming for her and rightfully so. She hadn’t had a decent night’s sleep in almost seven months, since the first break-in. Scott had been quick to dismiss the intrusion as looters, but nothing important was missing. 
 
   “You sure you want to come?” Scott’s gentle, hazel eyes held concern. “Maybe you should stay here, keep your feet up. I’ll be home before dark.”
 
   “And miss a chance at shopping? No way.” She pulled open the heavy truck door and climbed into the cab. The outings, though fewer and farther between than they had been even two months ago, provided respite from the reminders of Rosalie, their stillborn daughter. They rarely talked about her, or the Nixon Center, or the divorce, and if Scott had noticed her gradually redecorating the nursery, he didn’t say. Despite what had happened at the center, she still believed in fresh starts.
 
   Scott lowered his visor and a pair of mirrored aviator sunglasses fell onto the seat. He put them on and looked in the rearview.  
 
   “What do you think? Are they me?” 
 
   Miranda smiled. The arm was bent and the glasses sat crooked on his angular face, occupying most of the space not covered by his patchy beard and mustache. 
 
   She leaned up and examined her weary reflection in them, shocked by how gaunt and sick she looked in the sunlight. The countless nights of illness and nightmares had taken their toll. “Not so much,” she said and tried to get comfortable in the springy seat. She put her feet up on the dusty dash and hoped to ease the swelling in her ankles.
 
   Scott rubbed her stomach, and then stepped on the gas. “Hang on.” The junky truck lurched forward and belched out a dark cloud of smoke behind them.
 
   Miranda leaned her head back and watched out the window as the deserted streets passed by. The houses had fallen into disrepair. The overgrown lawns and shrubbery reclaimed the plots of land a few feet at a time. There was little humanity left in the world and if she was being honest, it was no place to raise a child. 
 
   The truck’s tires hummed on the desolate highway and she focused on the noise to keep her mind occupied. She closed her eyes and drifted off, savoring the peace. 
 
   They had put nearly fifty miles in their rearview by the time Scott turned off the exit and she woke in the parking lot of an enormous supercenter she hoped hadn’t been entirely picked over. 
 
   Scott parked in the front row and pulled a large screwdriver from the ignition.
 
   “No keys with this trade-in?” she asked.
 
   He smiled. “You’re right. I should probably ask for a refund.” He got out of the truck and grabbed one of a dozen shopping carts. “You know the deal. Shout if you see anything that looks remotely infected.” 
 
   He holstered a pistol at his shoulder under his quilted, red and black plaid hunting shirt.
 
   Miranda climbed out of the truck with some difficulty and leaned on the shopping cart handle. Her swollen ankles ached and she prayed that walking would alleviate it. “I’m still not sure why you won’t let me carry a gun.” She moved toward the shattered glass doors.
 
   Scott cleared a path with the toe of his boot and lifted the cart’s wheels over the remaining door frame. “You really want to go there?” He raised an eyebrow. “Besides, after the stunt you pulled at the center, I’m not ready to take my chances.”
 
   “That was one time and I wasn’t going to let you leave the others behind.” The gunshot had drawn a horde down on them and they were nearly eaten alive. 
 
   “In that case, the noise is no good for the baby.”
 
   It was logic she couldn’t argue with. 
 
   The shopping cart wheel squeaked loudly down the first aisle, offering them up as all-you-can-eat if the place was overrun. Scott stayed close to her, his pistol at the ready. 
 
   The air smelled of mold from the shelves of rotten bread. Produce rotted in bins and a dense colony of flies had found sanctuary there, despite the unusual, fall cold.
 
   Pregnancy heightened Miranda’s senses and she felt queasy as she made her way to the nearly empty canned food aisle.
 
   Scott picked up a few of the dented discards off of the floor and tossed them in the cart. 
 
   “It’s not looking good,” Miranda said and headed toward clothing. 
 
   Scott picked a purple, flowered maternity dress off the rack and held it up to her. “Not a total loss.” He looked across at the baby section. “There are still baby supplies.”
 
   She put the dress, a couple of pair of maternity pants, and some tops into the cart and went to look for things for the nursery. The infant department had been separated into pink and blue sections and she wondered which she needed. She kept to yellows and greens, and when her mind recalled images of the monstrous hybrid corpses she’d seen at the Nixon Center, she started to cry.
 
   “Hey, hey.” Scott pulled her into him, pointing the gun away as he wrapped his arms tight around her and kissed her head. He had to hold her sideways in order to get close. “It’s going to be okay.”
 
   She wiped at her eyes. “You don’t know that. I don’t know that.” 
 
   “Then we should go see Michael. I don’t know of another option.”
 
   It wasn’t his first time suggesting it. She’d considered confronting her former OB-GYN, who sent her to the Nixon Center in the first place, but the thought of being back in stirrups, of anyone examining her after her forced insemination, terrified her. “I’ll be fine, please, just let me deal with this.” She shuffled down the cluttered aisle, past the vacant registers toward the pharmacy. 
 
   “Where are you going?” he called after her.
 
   She sniffled and held up her hand. “I just need a minute alone, please. I’ll be right back.”
 
   


 
   
  
 

CHAPTER 6
 
    
 
   Clouds filtered the morning sun through the dusty log cabin window. 
 
   Allison had checked it months ago and found it nailed shut from the outside. 
 
   Birds chirped, chickens clucked, and the usually faint sound of rushing water had gotten louder with the recent influx of rain. She drew a deep breath of woodstove smoke and cedar and closed her eyes, trying to forget where she was, but it was pointless. She was still a prisoner and hadn’t the slightest idea of where she’d been taken.
 
   She took a piece of shale from under her pillow and etched a fresh mark on the wall behind her bed. Almost seven months had passed without word from her husband, Zach, who certainly counted her for dead at this point. There were so many things she regretted not telling him: that it was him who had pulled her through when her disease was so bad she’d rather commit suicide and that she loved him so much she’d suffer a thousand more days just to hold his hand. 
 
   Nixon’s experimental treatment had put her cancer into remission, but remission was a mixed blessing. She felt physically better, but Nixon’s careful attention to her, his poking and prodding, and the secrecy with which he spoke to others about her made her fear that she was on the brink of something terrible. She’d heard the word “infected” more than once and stopped asking questions when most went unanswered. The cabin had no power. The phone never rang, no radio played, and no one visited. Something had happened in the world, something bigger than this place, and the others were determined to keep it from her. 
 
   The solitude and sadness were a living hell and the side-effect of the treatment that kept her in remission was almost worse than the cancer. It had been ten days since her last, the longest she’d been able to hold Nixon off so far. She’d played sick, too sick to handle another dose, and endured an archaic, direct blood transfusion from Ben, the only member of Nixon’s staff who matched her blood type, to keep up the façade. It seemed a small price to pay for the reprieve. Listening to the shuffling footsteps outside her door, she wondered if she was lucky enough to fool him for one more day. 
 
   She took the brush from her bedside table and smoothed her black hair over her shoulders. A plastic basin sat on the nightstand and she used the room temperature water left over from the previous day to wash her face. Her cheeks were slowly filling out with the recent increase in weight and the sores in her mouth were healing. Holding off the treatments, she regained some of her strength. Almost enough to get away, or at least, that’s what she hoped. She dangled her legs over the side of the cot and lifted them one at a time, counting the repetitions and ending at twenty. 
 
   Five more than yesterday.
 
   Keys rattled in the lock on the other side of her door. The metal hasp creaked and the knob turned. She hurried back under the sheets, closed her eyes, and rolled on her side, facing away from the door. 
 
   “Good morning, Allison.” Nixon’s artificially chipper tone grated her nerves. Her eyelids fluttered and she struggled to hold still. “Allison?” His hand closed around her ankle and he gently shook her leg.
 
   She coughed and moaned as if she were in pain. 
 
   “How are you feeling this morning?” 
 
   She smacked her dry lips together and tried to look as weak as possible. “Not good,” she whispered, impressed with her own performance.
 
   Nixon placed a digital thermometer under her tongue and scribbled down notes in her chart.
 
   Her tongue ached from the frequent probing and she waited to see if Nixon was going to leave. She’d managed to fake a few high readings with hot tea water and a lack of supervision, but Nixon wasn’t budging. 
 
   Ben opened the door and walked into her room as if he didn’t want to be there. The sleeve of his blue intern’s lab coat bulged where it was rolled over a white bandage that covered the wound from the WWII-style transfusion. Without electricity, much of her treatment had changed for the worse. She looked past Ben to the guard perpetually standing post. He was one of a dozen obstacles to her escape.
 
   The thermometer beeped and Nixon withdrew the probe. She massaged her mouth with her tongue in an attempt at soothing the ache. 
 
   “98.6. Normal.” Nixon seemed pleased. “Follow the light with your eyes.” He shined a penlight into her eyes and she looked away, unable to stare at the brightness.
 
   “I’m sorry, I can’t.” 
 
   “Vision clearer, today?” he asked.
 
   Knowing blurred vision was one of the side-effects he watched closely, she didn’t want to say yes. “Maybe, a little, but...” 
 
   Ben smoothed his hand over his balding head. The horseshoe pattern had further receded over the past several months, possibly, she mused, from this action which she’d only ever seen him do around Nixon. He reached into his lab coat pocket and pulled out the dreaded vial.
 
   Nixon performed his usual, cursory review and shrugged. “I see no reason to further delay your treatment.”
 
   “But...” 
 
   He refused to listen to argument.
 
   Ben drew up a syringe, handed it to Nixon, and stepped back.
 
   Allison pulled up the covers and held them tight to her chest with both hands. “I don’t need this anymore, please stop.”
 
   “You don’t know what you need.” Nixon’s dark eyes appeared black as he forced the needle through the sheet without warning. It pierced her stomach where she’d been injected dozens of times before and felt like a spear running through her. 
 
   She let out a howl and drew her knees to her chest. The side-effects came on quick, igniting every nerve ending with blinding pain. The room spun and her heart beat in her ears. 
 
   Her vision dissipated and with it, her hope for freedom.
 
   


 
   
  
 

CHAPTER 7
 
    
 
   A voice came through the door.  “Gene, where are you?”
 
   Gene, one of at least three men Nixon had sent after Reid, crawled on his hands and knees, trying to recover his flashlight, which had rolled under a metal shelving unit. He brushed a section of dark hair from in front of his eyes and pulled down the navy blue shirt riding up his torso. Six inches shorter than Reid and less muscular, he didn’t look to be much of a threat. 
 
   Reid watched from his hiding place on the other side of the operating room table and waited for the perfect distraction. Gene lay flat on his belly and reached into the darkness. When he knocked the light further away, Reid took his shot.
 
   He grabbed Gene’s ankle and dragged him out into the open.
 
   Gene screamed and kicked to free his leg, but Reid quickly and quietly overpowered him.
 
   “Shut up. Just shut the fuck up.” 
 
   Reid forced his arm under Gene’s chin and pressed his thick forearm into his windpipe. Gene tried to call for help, but couldn’t get out anything louder than a whisper. He twisted and turned, trying to snake his way out of the hold, but Reid refused to give an inch. His muscles shook as he bent Gene’s head back and the man’s breath became raspy and shallow. Gene clawed at Reid’s arm. Reid steadied the scalpel in his sweat-slick hand and pulled the narrow blade through Gene’s throat.
 
   Blood sheeted over Reid’s hand, soaked Gene’s shirt, and pooled on the floor. Reid dragged Gene’s lifeless body into the scrub room, leaving a crimson path behind him. He picked up the flashlight, turned it off, and waited for the others.
 
   “Gene, where are you?” 
 
   “Over here. I heard a door slam this way.”
 
   “Wait, look. Footprints.”
 
   Reid picked up the crowbar.
 
   Two middle-aged men, older than the one he’d killed and both brandishing pistols, walked through the door.
 
   “Shit, Mike. Look.” The bearded man cast his flashlight on the blood trail.
 
   Mike backed away. “Jim, be careful.” His hands trembled, shaking the beam of light as he followed the blood trail.
 
   “Gene, where are you, man?” Jim headed toward the scrub room. “Gene, are you hurt?”
 
   Mike, the more nervous of the two, kept his distance.
 
   “Dammit!” Jim said when he found Gene’s dead body. “Get over here, Mike. Give me a hand.”
 
   Before Mike could answer, Reid grabbed him from behind. 
 
   “Drop your gun.” Reid held the crowbar across Mike’s throat. 
 
   Jim aimed his weapon at Reid’s head. His dark eyes narrowed, almost daring him. “And if I don’t?”
 
   Reid put his knee in Mike’s back and pulled the crowbar. Mike gasped and tried to pry a finger’s space between his throat and the metal. “I’m not going to say it again.” 
 
   Mike struggled for breath. 
 
   “You’re not going to kill him,” Jim said. “What would be the point? Then you’re both dead.”
 
   Reid pulled even harder. Mike’s breath came out as a whistle.
 
   “All right, I’ll do it. Let him go.” Jim set down his pistol and Reid let go of the crowbar. 
 
   Mike stumbled and grabbed the end of the table. He coughed and held his hand to his throat. 
 
   “Get over there.” Reid shoved him toward Jim and picked up both of their weapons. Mike took several, long breaths. His face was red and sweaty. “Pick him up.” Reid pointed at Gene. The men hesitated. “If I fire this gun, it’ll bring on a horde that’ll make you wish I killed you both. I want you all out of here. Every dead body lying around here is a vessel for infection. You brought him in here, you’re taking him out.” He put his finger on the trigger for effect. 
 
   Jim looked around the room. “Isn’t there a wheelchair or something?”
 
   Reid nodded. “Probably, but you’re carrying him. Call it insurance that you won’t make any sudden movements.” 
 
   Jim struggled to get a hold on the blood-slick corpse.
 
   “Get over there and help,” Reid said to Mike.
 
   The men lifted the body by the hands and feet and carried him like a hammock between them. Gene’s head fell backward and the skin tore at the incision. His neck hyper-extended and his spinal column, the main thing holding his head to his body, cracked.
 
   Mike’s cheeks puffed out and he nearly vomited.
 
   “Put him down,” Jim said. He rolled Gene’s body face-down and picked him back up, taking the strain off the wound. “All right, let’s go.”
 
   Reid kept the flashlight on the men and marched them out in front of him. 
 
   “How are we supposed to get him up the ladder?” Jim asked.
 
   “Not my problem.” Reid wiped the snot dripping from his nose, sniffled, and followed the men down the carnage-filled hallway. 
 
   “Hold it,” Reid said when they reached the ladder. “I’m going up first. You take your hands off of him and I’ll shoot you dead, you understand me?” He wasn’t about to have to chase them.
 
   He backed onto the ladder and leaned into the cold metal for support as he ascended with his gun aimed at the two men below. 
 
   “All right, one at a time.” Reid stepped out onto the lobby floor and threw the men a rope. “You can use this to hoist him up.”
 
   “I’ll go first,” said Jim. He tied the rope under Gene’s arms, climbed a few steps, and tugged the body level with the ladder. Mike struggled to keep Gene from sliding left or right. “Ready?”
 
   Mike shrugged.
 
   Reid shined the flashlight down the dimly lit hole. “Nice and slow.”
 
   Jim tugged and blood spilled from Gene’s neck wound, covering Mike. Mike dry-heaved, Gene’s body slipping to the right as he failed to guide it. 
 
   “Hold him steady!” Jim shouted.
 
   Mike’s cheeks puffed out and he pressed his lips tight together as he held Gene’s body on-track. Each step covered him in more blood, and by the time Jim pulled Gene’s body onto the lobby floor, there was little visible through the red but the whites of Mike’s eyes and his teeth. 
 
   Reid stepped back as Mike surfaced. “Pick him up.” Mike picked up Gene’s feet. “You, too.” 
 
   Jim reached for Gene’s hands and when he bent over, Reid shot him in the head. Jim’s body fell on top of Gene’s and blood spilled from his wound.
 
   Mike’s eyes went wide with terror. A dark, wet circle soaked the front of his pants and before he could run, Reid shot him. Three corpses piled on the lobby floor and he was thankful not to have carried a one of them up.
 
   He went to the elevator shaft and pulled up the tail of the rope. 
 
   “Let’s see what Nixon thinks about this.”
 
   He rolled Jim, the bearded man, off of the pile and unbuttoned his navy blue shirt. His body was still warm and blood erupted from the thin lines as he carved the word “Keep” into his flesh.
 
   Mike was next. He sliced open his shirt and carved the word “Out” on his chest.
 
   He cut the rope in two equal-length pieces and fashioned a pair of matching nooses which he slipped over the men’s heads and tightened. He dragged the bodies through the main entrance and tossed the long end of the rope over each of two light fixtures, hoisting them up in sequence.
 
   “Keep Out.”
 
   The message was clear. He hoped whoever Nixon sent next would get it.
 
   


 
   
  
 

CHAPTER 8
 
    
 
   Frank’s head hit the van’s side window and he jolted awake. Sweat soaked through his flannel shirt and dripped down his sides. Seven months had passed and he couldn’t close his eyes without seeing Holly’s skull shattering. Infected and flesh-hungry, there was no coming back from what his daughter had become. He tried to stop it, but the overdose of anti-virus had been toxic and it only made the change come on faster. The paramedic in him knew better, but the father in him refused to think rationally. It was hard not to shoulder at least some of the blame, and even more difficult to forgive Scott Penton for pulling the trigger. Frank imagined so many ways to get back at him, each worse than the last, and all against his grain. 
 
   Watching a stranger assassinate his only child had changed him.
 
   He pulled a pack of Pall Mall’s from the center console and pinched a cigarette between his lips. He struck a match and the sulfuric smell reminded him of gunpowder and the filthy bathroom where Holly died. A ruptured aneurysm took his wife, Marjorie, and Scott had shot Holly point blank. He was alone and without purpose. Looking out over the run-down remains of St. Margaret’s cemetery, he wondered how long he had until he was among them. Not interred, as there was no one left to do him that last act of kindness, but deceased and likely left to rot where he fell. Most days, he prayed for that peace.
 
   He reached across the cluttered passenger’s seat and opened the glove compartment. His heartbeat fluttered and he held his hand to his chest, breathing slowly until the dizziness passed. His pacemaker was failing. Having gone through a lead replacement already, he knew the symptoms. He waited for the faintness to pass, and when it did, he grabbed the pistol and the half-used box of ammunition he’d been going for. He thumbed several rounds into the clip and spit on the barrel, buffing the last traces of Billy’s dried blood from the metal.
 
   Sunlight broke through the clouds and blinded him through the windshield. He put on a pair of dark sunglasses, and after a cursory check for undead, stepped out onto the cracked and weed-infested parking lot.
 
   St. Margaret’s, the only cemetery in rural Strandville, was a testament to the town’s age. The oldest headstones marked graves that had been made anonymous by weather and time. Black mold marred the white stone tabs--some of which were intact, the rest broken and ignored. St. Margaret’s cathedral cast its shadow over the left bank of plots. A vestige of hope, many flocked to the church during The Collapse only to be devoured by unholy hordes with no sense of religion or morality. The busted stained glass windows on the ground level testified to the lost stand-off. Bones scattered in front of the church and throughout the cemetery told of those who hadn’t made it.
 
   Frank leaned against the rusted entrance gate and pushed it with all of his diminished strength into the tall grass. The gate gave and opened just enough for his thin frame to fit through sideways. The grass crept into his pant legs and tickled his calves. His foot snagged on a sun-bleached femur and he kicked it away before heading toward the maintenance shed that had recently been broken into.
 
   A broken lock hung from a rusted hinge and the door was ajar. 
 
   He made sure the safety was off on his pistol and went inside to look for supplies. A medical kit lay open on a weathered, wooden work bench. It was empty except for a half-used roll of medical tape and a pair of tweezers, both of which Frank pocketed alongside the flask of whisky in his chest pocket. 
 
   “What do we have here?” He reached behind an empty oil barrel for a pair of hedge trimmers and a hatchet, which he tucked into his belt. The van was full of assorted supplies, but everywhere he went he foraged for more. 
 
   He stepped out of the shed and looked out over the expansive memorial wasteland, settling his gaze on a patch of late-blooming blackeyed susans. He made his way through the knee-high weeds and used the hatchet to cut a large bunch. 
 
   Some traditions needed to be held onto.
 
   He followed the trodden foot path to his family’s plot, sat on the grass in front of the makeshift wooden headstone, and split the bunch of flowers in two. Holly Krieger, 1980-2012. Beloved daughter. The homemade marker with the epitaph burned into it was the only option to an unmarked grave. He set half of the flowers on her grave and the other half on his wife’s, directly to Holly’s right. Tears rolled down his deeply creased cheeks and dripped onto the grass beneath him. He took a long pull off the flask of whiskey and sighed. With the hatchet at his side and the pistol in his waistband, he felt as at-ease as one could in open air. He spoke to both Holly and his wife as if they could hear him and wondered, when his time came, what was waiting for him in the hereafter. He’d killed Billy, and for that, he believed he’d burn in Hell. 
 
   “Frank?”
 
   The sound of his name made him jump. He turned to see John Malkin standing behind him. Red lines shot through the whites of his brown eyes and his dark hair hung in messy curls around his sallow, unshaven face.
 
   “What are you doing here?” Frank wiped the tip of his nose. He hadn’t seen John since before Holly’s funeral when he helped dig the hole she was buried in.
 
   The silver heart promise ring on the chain around his neck glistened in the sunlight. “Visiting April.” He sniffled, having clearly been crying.
 
   Frank held out the flask. “Join me for a drink? I never got the chance to thank you.”
 
   John sat down next to Frank and took a mouthful of whiskey. “You don’t have to thank me. I’m sorry I didn’t make it to the service.”
 
   Holly’s death preceded The Collapse by less than a month and the virus was already spreading by the time of her funeral. Those that would have come to pay their respects were either deceased or terrified and Frank was the only one, other than Father Matthew, the priest who led the standoff at the church, who attended Holly’s services. 
 
   “Don’t worry about that. No one did,” he said. “At least she’s at peace.” The familiar lightheadedness settled in and Frank leaned into his right palm to feel grounded.
 
   “Are you all right?” John capped the flask. 
 
   Frank took a deep breath and waited for the dying pacemaker to fire. “Ticker’s about ticked out,” he said and sighed when he felt the slight jolt. He took the flask from John and drew another mouthful. “We can’t live forever.”
 
   John lowered his eyes. “Ever think about speeding that up?”
 
   There was an air of confession in the way John spoke and Frank looked him over. A grimy, white bandage stuck out from the cuff of his navy blue hoodie. “Who in what’s left of this world hasn’t? Some days I’d give anything to be with them.” He gestured at his family’s graves. “Lord knows even when that day comes, I won’t get back here.”
 
   “That’s the thing of it. I knew I’d never get back here to April.” John pulled up his sleeve, peeled a length of stained medical tape from the gauze, and unwrapped the bandage. “I couldn’t stand the idea that if I died, I wouldn’t be buried next to her.”
 
   “You don’t have to explain anything to me.”
 
   The bandage fell to the ground and John turned his wrist toward Frank. “Think you can fix it?” 
 
   Frank examined the gash, which was deeper than he had expected, and sadness set in as he realized how intent the young man was on joining his deceased beloved. Redness surrounded the wound’s edge and it oozed a foul-smelling, yellowish fluid. “I can, but it’s infected.” He looked around the cemetery for another car or truck, wondering how John had gotten there. “Where are you staying?” he asked, hoping to clean him up anywhere other than the back of his cluttered van.
 
   John pointed at the remains of St. Margaret’s. “In the catacomb, beneath the church.”
 
   “Are there others down there?”
 
   John shook his head. “Just me.”
 
   “How about supplies?” 
 
   “Some.” John nodded.
 
   Frank said goodbye to his wife and daughter and struggled to get to his feet. He handed John the flask and forced a smile. “Drink up,” he said. “You’re going to need it.”
 
    
 
   


 
   
  
 

CHAPTER 9
 
    
 
   Michael rubbed his eyes, exhausted from a sleepless night of worries and what ifs.  
 
   Earl and Randy waited downstairs, eager to resume the previous night’s search for Adam. 
 
   Michael wasn’t sure how much longer he could keep up the ruse. He walked to the bathroom to splash water on his face and stopped at the closed door. He set his hand against the bloody print on the jamb and lined his ring up with the void left by Ashley’s.
 
   Earl called up from downstairs. “Did you sleep at all?”
 
   Michael shook his head, grief-stricken. 
 
   “No sign of him?” Randy asked, loading his gun.
 
   Michael shrugged. “No, and Rex is missing, too.”
 
   “That could be a good thing,” Earl said. “Rex will keep him safe. At least today we have daylight.”
 
   Randy holstered his pistol and unsheathed his knife, thumbing the blade to test its sharpness. 
 
   Michael started down the stairs and Earl held up his hand to stop him. “Maybe you should let Randy and I search a while.” He looked up at the bathroom door. “You should stay here in case he comes home, maybe tend to other things, you know?”
 
   Michael did know, but burying Ashley meant accepting her death and though he needed that closure, he wasn’t ready to. 
 
   “We’ll bring Adam home.” Earl clapped his hand on Randy’s shoulder and ushered him out the door.
 
   Michael sighed and considered his options. He couldn’t leave Ashley to rot in the house, no matter how badly the idea of her burial hurt him. He headed to the garage where the cold air grew even colder. A draft fluttered the weathered door seal, vibrating the cracked rubber. He took a shovel down from the wall and headed for the back yard through the side door. 
 
   Leaves rustled across the browning lawn and Michael gazed through the bare branches of the Magnolia tree. The pink and white flowers had been Ashley’s favorite and he couldn’t think of a better final resting place. He stepped on the shovel head and forced the spade into the dirt with his weight. The morning frost made the earth hard to dig and his tears magnified the already chafing windburn on his cheeks.
 
   He thought of Ashley upstairs in the tub, the blood motionless in her veins. 
 
   Relegating her to the unforgiving cold of a particularly brisk fall felt like neglect. Acceptance was still too many steps away for any of this to feel right. He dug, harder and faster, pouring his frustration into the work. The cold air stiffened his hands and his palms burned as blisters formed where the wooden handle rubbed his soft skin. 
 
   The hole spread through the lawn, inches turning into feet and the cold becoming secondary. Sweat rolled down his back and armpits, soaking through two layers of clothing. He only stopped when the shovel hit an impassible boulder that sent a jarring pain into his elbows and shoulders. The ringing noise of the metal on rock hummed in his ears and he collapsed. A ridge of blisters tore open and blood covered his palms. Moist dirt caked his knees. He dropped the shovel and squeezed his eyes shut.
 
   Why had any of this happened? 
 
   He secured the gate and never went out at night. He trained Rex as a guard dog and kept a vigilant watch. He’d done everything to keep his family safe, and still, he failed. It all came back to the front door, the one he’d been the last through and was too preoccupied to lock. 
 
   He pulled himself out of the hole and the sidewall caved slightly, filling his boots with dirt. 
 
   “I’m so sorry,” he said, looking up. 
 
   He walked to the house and stood with his hand on the sliding glass door handle. 
 
   Time wasn’t going to change circumstances and he forced himself to go inside. Each step felt like ten, an impossible climb toward a scene that if he lived a hundred years, couldn’t be erased from his memory. He opened the bathroom door and a shower curtain ring crunched beneath his foot. Dead leaves clung to the soles of Ashley’s shoes and clothespins hung from the waistband of her sweatshirt. He stared at the blank expression on her lifeless face. Blood dried around the bullet hole in her forehead. Her once radiant, green eyes had turned white.
 
   Michael unfastened the remaining rings holding the curtain in place and wrapped the two layers of plastic and fabric around her. The smell of vanilla lotion radiated from her skin and he cradled her in his arms, breathing the scent in deeply. His eyes burned with tears. Her dead weight made her hard to manage and he carefully moved her through the door and downstairs. Walking through the sliding glass door, the thought came to mind that this would be the last time he’d ever hold her.
 
   He moved across the lawn, shielding her as best he could from the wind, and knelt down. His muscles shook from the strain as he gently lowered her into the hole. 
 
   “I love you,” he said and slowly let go.
 
   He said a brief prayer and shoveled in the first scoop of dirt, which was the hardest part yet. Each pass made her death seem that much more permanent. The tears came so hard and fast that he could barely see. He piled the dirt back into the hole and patted the mound flat, numb to everything around him.
 
   Footsteps rustled the leaves on the other side of the fence and Earl called out to Randy.
 
   “Hey, over here.”
 
   The gate hinge creaked as Randy unlocked and opened it. 
 
   Adam’s blue shirt dangled from Earl’s weathered hand. He opened the small tee and showed Michael the bloodstains.
 
   “I’m so sorry,” he said.
 
   Michael couldn’t have been more distant. He blinked and tears spilled from his eyes. 
 
   Earl set his hand on his shoulder and tried to comfort him. “What can I do to help you?” he asked.
 
   Unable to so much as speak, Michael didn’t answer. He pressed his lips together and broke down, sobbing. 
 
   At least now they’d stop looking.
 
   


 
   
  
 

CHAPTER 10
 
    
 
   Penny joined Foster in a large, two-floor Colonial which had belonged to Dr. Ralph Halstead, a Nixon Center employee who died the night of the escape. The infection took his wife and three children shortly after they had gone there to look for him. The news reported their deaths with the usual sterile verbiage, warning those not yet sick to steer clear. 
 
   The marble floor radiated cold through her feet. She toweled off and pushed her shoulder-length, black hair behind her ear. The cold shower barely took the edge off her exhaustion and she wondered if a single night would pass without nightmares of her parents’ deaths. She leaned in to the mirror and wiped the remains of her mascara from under her lids. Her bright blue eyes, now dull and gray, sank into the purple hollows beneath them. Sleep was sporadic even before the attack. She couldn’t remember her last uninterrupted night and, as she picked at the crusted corner of her right eye, she stopped trying. 
 
   She’d all but starved herself so that her parents, especially her mother, could eat. Her baby fat had melted away, leaving her with an unfamiliar body and a handful of stretch marks on her arms, belly, and thighs. She pulled on a pair of slim-fit white jeans and a navy blue button-down top made from the softest cotton she’d ever felt. She couldn’t help feeling like a thief for taking the clothes, even if their owner was never coming back for them. She opened the bathroom door and stared at the wall of photos across the hallway. 
 
   The Halstead children were almost exactly one head apart in height and photographed liked steps, shortest to tallest. She said a prayer for each of the smiling faces and comforted herself with thoughts of Heaven, a place free of infection and fear. 
 
   A tear rolled down her cheek and she bent down to pick up the pile of clothing covered in her mother’s blood. 
 
   Foster appeared at the top of the stairs with a plastic bag covering his hand. “Don’t touch them.” He scooped up the clothing, turned the bag inside out around them, and knotted the top. “We have to be careful.”
 
   They hadn’t said more than a few words to each other since leaving her house and she wondered if she’d made a mistake agreeing to go with him. Her mouth bent into a frown and she cried, giving into another wave of unrelenting sadness.
 
   Foster set the bag down and ran his hand through his reddish-blond hair. Faint, bloody cast-off speckled his glasses and he moved with the stiffness of an ax-wielding murderer. 
 
   She knew, in her heart, he was anything but.
 
   “I am sorry,” Foster said, not for the first time. He reached out to hold her and she backed away, crossing her arms over her chest. “If there were any other way…” His eyes welled up with tears.
 
   A long silence passed between them. She could sense his genuine remorse, but had to blame him to keep from blaming herself.
 
   “They’re in a better place,” she said. “God looks after His own.” 
 
   She needed to believe it if she was ever going to forgive him.
 
   


 
   
  
 

CHAPTER 11
 
    
 
   The remains of the Nixon Center sent chills through Carlene as she staggered through the cluttered parking lot, holding her swollen stomach. Blood-stained gurneys stood as proof of the emergency site she had hoped was still running now that she was ready to deliver. Black liquid soaked her delicate pink dress, staining it in a monochromatic watercolor pattern. Another contraction came and she clenched her teeth, trying not to scream. Noise drew hordes, a fact that those who managed to survive The Collapse quickly learned. Her knees buckled, she grabbed the hood of an abandoned car, and waited for it to pass. 
 
   She hadn’t seen another living soul in months, though time wasn’t a thing exactly kept track of. Kurt, her father, had gone missing after a supply run, and though she presumed the worst, she waited for him as long as she could. Holed up on her small, ranch house, she watched the world fall apart, keeping company with the infant growing inside of her. The days passed, each growing closer to an uncertain deadline when being alone was no longer an option. 
 
   Deciding to go back to the Nixon Center after being forcibly impregnated and held captive there hadn’t been easy. Looking up at the mutilated bodies swinging from the lights, she knew she’d made a mistake.
 
   “Keep out.”
 
   The message was clear, but she had no choice. 
 
   She closed in on the burnt-out entrance and covered her mouth and nose. Her lungs protested, forcing out the dirty air with a deep coughing fit that expelled her water in bursts. 
 
   Fragments of pulverized bone crunched under the soles of her canvas sneakers and mixed with the dark fluid to form a grim, human mud. Mold grew on the walls, and what the fire hadn’t destroyed, water and weather had. The power was out and the elevator shaft had been propped open. An aluminum ladder peeked out at the top and a series of footprints stamped in the grey dust said someone had been, or was still there. She didn’t know whether to follow them or run away.
 
   A sharp, gnawing pain radiated through her stomach and she knew leaving wasn’t a choice.  She dropped to her hands and knees and lowered herself until her forehead was nearly touching the floor. The burned smell intensified as she drew the deep, calming breaths she’d read about in her motherhood books. The mud stuck to her bare knees and scraped them as she crawled slowly forward.
 
   “Help me,” she said, holding onto the hope that someone might be there to do so. “Can anyone hear me?” Tears rolled down her cheeks, mingling with the beads of sweat formed by intense, unrelenting pain. “Please.”
 
   The pressure inside her increased her urge to push. She refused to give birth surrounded by the charred and dismembered dead. 
 
   “Hello? Can anyone hear me?”
 
   Another sharp pain came, this time lasting longer and forcing a scream from her that echoed throughout the decimated facility. She wept as the baby moved frantically inside of her. Something was wrong. Nothing felt like the books had described. She rolled onto her side, her dark brown hair clinging to her moist cheek, and reached between her legs. The need to push was so strong now that she was certain she’d feel the baby’s head. She pulled her hand away and found her palm covered in blood. 
 
   “Somebody, anyone, help.”
 
   She reached up, turned the doorknob to a room labeled Pre-Admission Testing, and crab-crawled inside, thankful for the cleaner, dryer space. The setting sun through the window warmed her as the contractions hit in rhythmic waves, barely seconds apart. Filthy and soaked, she slipped out of her soiled dress and gasped. The imprint of a face pressed from inside of her belly. The baby’s head should have been down, ready for birth. She convinced herself it was a hallucination brought on by the pain, but when the next cramp hit, it was there again, this time, accompanied by a pair of hands. Ten tiny bulges appeared and the blood flow between her legs increased to the point that she became dizzy.
 
   The room spun, the blue specs on the wallpaper dancing to the pace of her quickening heartbeat. 
 
   “Someone, please help me.” She shivered, becoming cold as her life drained from her. She slumped against the far wall of the small examination room, wearing only a bra and canvas sneakers. The intense pain sent her into shock and all of her strength drifted away. Her stomach expanded and stretched until the tiny being broke through. A flood of black fluid and blood erupted from the opening. Tiny, disfigured hands reached for the sunlight as a set of needle-like teeth widened the opening. 
 
   The examination room door opened and the last thing she saw through a haze of prolonged death was a Nixon Center uniform and Max Reid lifting the grotesque infant from inside of her.
 
   


 
   
  
 

CHAPTER 12
 
    
 
   Allison lifted her gown and examined the painful site where a dozen tiny bruises and needle marks peppered her fair skin. Nixon’s most recent injection had been applied with such force and at such an unusual angle that it had left not only a hole, but a wound that was now at risk of becoming infected.
 
   She should’ve known better than to fight him. 
 
   The side-effects she’d managed to avoid for the past ten days were slowly coming back. She pushed herself up on her elbows and twisted until her legs dropped over the side of the cot. She tried to sit up and nearly slid to the floor.
 
   “You can beat this,” she said, lifting her left leg and then her right. One, two… Not even three repetitions. The muscle tone that took almost two weeks to build had been destroyed with a single, toxic dose of the mysterious “treatment”.
 
   Keys jangled on the other side of the door and the lock opened with the usual clunk. Her mind raced with thoughts: check for the guard, get under the covers, try and play sick. But there was no playing. She felt awful.
 
   The door closed and she looked over her shoulder at Ben.
 
   “Allison, what are you doing up?” He lifted her legs onto the cot and coaxed her to lie down.
 
   Ragdoll limp and in a state of mild, transient confusion, she complied. “I was getting better,” she whispered.
 
   Ben put the digital thermometer under her tongue and she winced at the probing. 
 
   “101.” Ben handed her two pills and lifted her head so that she could take them. He held a cup of water to her lips and poured a sip she wasn’t ready for. She coughed and grabbed his injured wrist. He let out a howl and spilled the water all over the bed and himself. 
 
   “Shit.” He took off his blue lab coat and blood seeped through his bandage. He sat down at the supply tray and unwrapped the wet dressing. 
 
   “I’m sorry,” she said, her throat dry and her voice raspy.
 
   She felt terrible about what happened, but by the time she realized what Nixon meant to do, how he was about to stick an enormous, antique needle into Ben’s artery and bleed him, it had been too late. Telling him that she was all right would have only pushed up her next treatment and would have made her look like a liar. She’d have never been able to postpone them again. 
 
    “Goddamned Nixon. This isn’t World War II.”
 
   The realization hit her that Ben was, in some ways, as much Nixon’s victim as she was. He was opening up and she hoped it would get her some answers. 
 
   “I was getting better. Why did you let him do this to me again?”
 
   “Let him? Do you think that if I could control Nixon, I would have let him do this to me?” He repaired the torn suture and put on a fresh dressing. “I need to see your stomach,” he said. “I don’t want to have to inject you where you’re already sore. There was a better way to handle that situation, but he was teaching you a lesson.”
 
   “I’m better without the treatments,” she said.
 
   Ben drew up the liquid from the familiar vial and avoided eye contact. His was the kind of expression that preceded bad news.
 
   Allison smoothed the rough edge off of her sharp tone, hoping to coax out the truth. “What is it that you’re not telling me?” she asked. “Something’s wrong, more than the cancer.”
 
   Ben shook his head.
 
    “Please,” she said. “I can’t keep doing this. I’m in the dark about everything and I’m scared. Tell me what’s wrong.” 
 
   Ben sighed. “Have you ever seen someone dying? I mean, been around someone terminally ill for a long while before they pass.” 
 
   Allison recalled Zach’s mother who had been on Hospice for the last two months of her life. “Yes.” She nodded.
 
   Ben sat on the edge of the cot, the syringe dangling from his right hand. “There’s a phenomenon, a surge of energy before someone dies. They’re happy, their memory is clear, they appear better. It’s the body’s last hoorah, Allison, the human brain firing on all cylinders before the big fade. Sometimes it lasts seconds or minutes. In your case it lasted days. Had you gone any longer without the treatment, you’d have died. Now please, can I see your stomach?”
 
   Zach had called it a miracle when his mother rallied. He wanted so badly to believe he wasn’t losing her, that he had insisted she was getting better. Tears streamed down Allison’s cheeks as she remembered Zach screaming as his mother gasped her final breath. The memory was as vivid as if she had gone back in time and was, again, standing in that room. 
 
   “Dr. Nixon said the cancer was in remission.” Her words barely squeaked out between sobs.
 
    “It is,” Ben said, “but it’s not cancer that’s killing you.”
 
   Allison sniffled and wiped the tears from the corner of her eyes. “Then let whatever it is take me.”
 
   Ben shook his head. “That’s not my call.”
 
   “Please,” she whispered again. “No more.”
 
   “You don’t know what you’re asking,” he said. “You can’t know…”
 
   “Let me die,” she said, keeping to hushed tones. 
 
   “It’s not that simple.” 
 
   Ben was keeping something from her, but he was also giving in. His gentle gaze implied pity. The fact that he hadn’t injected her told her she’d already won.
 
   He lifted her sleeve and she set her hand on his. “Stop the treatments. I’ll have my spark and then I’ll die, the way it was meant to be. I’m never getting out of here any other way. Neither are you.” She looked to his bandaged wrist. “Please,” she asked, a final time, “let me go.”
 
   Ben emptied the syringe into a Styrofoam water cup and sighed. “I’ll do what I can.” 
 
    
 
   


 
   
  
 

CHAPTER 13
 
    
 
   Blood stained the cream-colored guest bedroom carpet. Michael had laid Robert and what remained of Roy to rest behind his back fence. He covered their bodies with a thick cover of leaves and said a prayer. Both of them deserved better, but he didn’t have it in him to dig another hole. 
 
   He locked the bedroom door and slid the footlocker out of the closet. 
 
   A thud came at the side, followed by the feral, quick scratching of Adam trying to get out.
 
   “Son, it’s daddy.”
 
   The movement continued and there were several thuds that might have been Adam’s knees against the lid.
 
   Michael readied a roll of duct tape and unbuttoned an extra-large dress shirt, which was big enough to wrap around Adam’s slight body twice.
 
   “It’s going to be all right.” He cleared the air bubble from the syringe of sedative he prayed would be enough to hold Adam still while he examined him. He unlatched the trunk’s brass fasteners, lifted the lid, and for a split-second, allowed the crushing agony of his son’s condition to interfere.
 
   “There isn’t time for this,” he said, steeling his nerves.
 
   He bore down on Adam to keep him from attacking, pushed the tip of the needle into the side of his thin neck, and depressed the plunger. 
 
   Adam growled and went still. His blond hair had flattened against the side of his head. 
 
   Michael lifted him gently onto the bed. Rigor held his knees to his chest and it took some stretching him to overcome the stiffness. The joints cracked and popped as he forced the tiny limbs straight. Michael slipped the dress shirt over Adam’s arms so that it buttoned in the back. He criss-crossed the sleeves and knotted them to form a makeshift straight jacket before taping Adam’s ankles together. Michael had done things the past two days that he prayed he would never have to. Sealing his son’s mouth with duct tape was one of them, but it had to be done. He smoothed Adam’s wispy bangs back from his face and began his examination. He shined the beam of a penlight in Adam’s eyes and found no pupillary response beneath the thick, cataract-like covering over his corneas. The doctor in him needed the confirmation that his son was, in fact, dead or undead--an impossibility he couldn’t get used to. He leaned Adam forward, his pale skin ice-cold, and listened with his stethoscope for breath sounds or a heartbeat. Finding only silence, he held back the tears.
 
   He was so used to knowing the right thing to do that faced with no set course of action, he felt crazed and useless.
 
   Only one person in the world could help them and only Scott Penton might know where to find her.
 
   He lowered Adam back into the trunk and sealed him safely away until he could find a solution. He had to think fast. It wouldn’t be long before decomposition took hold and he thought about how best to prevent that. The bitter cold seemed his only option.
 
   He paced the room, running his hands over his short, blond hair, and stopped at the window overlooking the yard and Ashley’s burial site. He couldn’t go into the bathroom at the end of the hall without seeing her corpse in the tub. He’d set his hand against her handprint a dozen times and only washed it away when he was unable to leave it alone. She was quickly becoming an obsession and his memories of her only magnified his guilt. He packed a bag, slung it over his shoulder, and lifted the trunk with Adam inside.
 
   “I’m going to save you.”
 
   He just couldn’t do it there, where memories threatened to drive him crazy. 
 
   He headed out onto the front porch and locked the front door behind him. 
 
   Earl and Randy reluctantly left after they found Adam’s shirt and he checked to make sure they hadn’t come back. He wasn’t up to answering questions. 
 
   He lifted the garage door, grabbed the cargo carrier and hitched it up to the Yukon, refusing to let the emotional drag slow him down. The cold air would preserve Adam, but not for long. He tied the trunk down and secured it with a lock and chain to prevent someone from seeing it as easily lifted supplies. 
 
   He started the truck, fastened his seatbelt, and adjusted his mirror so that he could see the cargo rack. The idea of stowing Adam like baggage didn’t sit well with him, but as warm air came through the vents, he was thankful for the temporary comfort which would’ve only sped up the boy’s inevitable decay.
 
    
 
   * * * * *
 
    
 
   Though the list had recently become longer, few things weighed on Michael’s conscience the way giving Miranda up to Dr. Nixon had. The deal would have been hard with any of his patients, but that a friend was the first and only person to test positive as the deficient gene carrier made sending her to him that much harder.
 
   Driving back to the Pentons’ home, a modest, two-story he’d been by dozens of times, but had never worked up the courage to walk up to, he considered his explanation to Scott. No partial truth was compelling enough for Scott to tell him where Miranda was, assuming he knew. 
 
   The house appeared quiet, the whole block having been abandoned. He parked at the curbside and thought about his apology. Climbing the front porch steps, it was hard to swallow. Tension threatened to make him turn around and he imagined that he might be killed on sight. Crisp as the air was, he was sweating. 
 
   He knocked and waited.
 
   “Scott, are you in there?”
 
   For all he knew, the virus could have already taken them both. 
 
   He knocked a second time and when no one answered, decided to force his way in. He braced himself against one of the porch columns and kicked as hard as he could. The wood cracked and the old door started to give. A second kick and the jamb splintered. By the third, Michael was inside. 
 
   “Hello?” Calling out was instinctive. If Scott were there, he didn’t want his head shot off by mistake. “Scott, are you here? It’s me, Michael.”
 
   He walked into the kitchen and over to the strainer by the sink. He wiped his finger across the black mat underneath and dried it on his pants. The dishes had been recently washed. He opened the pantry and found it stocked with canned food. Several empties were in the garbage can off to the side.
 
   “Scott? Are you here?”
 
   He went upstairs into the master bedroom and looked at the neatly made bed. The furniture smelled of polish and had been recently cleaned. Two days without Ashley at his house and dust covered everything. This wasn’t a bachelor pad, and he tried not to be too hopeful as he theorized what had happened.
 
   “Miranda?” 
 
   He went to the room across the hall. 
 
   The door creaked as it opened to a pink nursery which smelled of new things and plastic. Baby supplies covered the dresser: bottles which had never been opened, an emergency kit like one would carry in a diaper bag, and several bottles of baby lotion. 
 
   Michael sighed, and as he was about to leave, two bags, which looked to be packed for an emergency, caught his eye. The Collapse was long after Miranda lost her daughter and the only thing that made sense was that she had recently been there. She was either pregnant or had newly delivered. Either way, he’d wager she’d be back. 
 
   He set one of his business cards on the table next to the rocker and hoped it was enough to pique Scott or Miranda’s interest. 
 
   Adam’s life depended on it.
 
   


 
   
  
 

CHAPTER 14
 
    
 
   Carlene. 
 
   That was the woman’s name. Reid recognized her from having worked on the ward. However unlikely and irrational on her part, her return to the center was a blessing and her hybrid child, the first to survive as far as he knew, was his way back into Nixon’s good graces.
 
   Reid lifted the squirming boy from the gaping hole in her womb. The coating of blood and inky amniotic fluid made his skin slippery and Reid struggled to hold onto him. The umbilical cord tugged and limited where he could place him. He unbuttoned his uniform shirt, laid it across Carlene’s legs, and set the boy in her lap where the last of her body heat kept him warm. 
 
   A white film covered the infant’s eyes, making the already smooth and extraterrestrial features more horrific. He was silent for a long moment, and when Reid suctioned his mouth and nose with a bulb syringe, he started to cry.
 
   “There, there. It’s all right.” 
 
   Reid tucked the shirt around him, keeping only his abdomen exposed, and took a roll of gauze and a pair of scissors from a nearby drawer.  He knotted a length of the fabric in two places to mimic a clamp and waited for the cord to stop pulsing before closing the blades. It took several snips with the dull shears to cut through the gristle-like tissue and when he was done, the boy let out a shrill cry.
 
   Reid feared him drawing a horde, or alerting whomever else Nixon had hunting him, and with no choice but to soothe him, he lifted him and held him close. Reid cradled and bounced the baby, careful to avoid his teeth, but he wouldn’t be consoled. 
 
   “What do you want?”
 
   He tucked the swaddled boy inside a large cabinet drawer and closed it enough to muffle the sound of his crying. Babies cried for three reasons: they needed a diaper change, they were tired, or they needed food. The last seemed most likely and there was only one place that would have what he needed. 
 
   He drew his pistol and ran down the dimly lit hallway, careful not to slip on the trail of blood and black liquid from where Carlene had dragged herself to her grim final resting place. He hurried up two flights of stairs and entered Labor and Delivery for the first time in months. The wallpaper peeled from having been soaked by the sprinklers and the black mold smelled stale and musty. 
 
   Reid stifled a cough and lifted his pistol at the sound of shuffling feet.
 
   “Shit.”
 
   A naked, infected female shambled through the water-damaged unit. Her wobbly legs made her path crooked and her emaciated body bore the telltale signs of being postpartum. He wondered what had happened to her baby. Her sagging breasts hung flat above her stretch marked abdomen which formed a kind of fleshy smile. She held tight to a bloodstained, blue cap, the kind the nurses put on newborn infants, and focused her eyes on him. There was a sentient, pronounced sadness in her expression. Reid expected her to charge, but she barely walked toward him.
 
   He aimed at her head, set his finger to the trigger, and took her down with one shot. Stagnant blood leaked from the hole in her skull, and when her body stopped twitching, he snatched the blue cap from her hand.
 
   Cans of formula were stored in the nursery where the newborn infants had been kept. A dozen or so infected staff and patients had starved there and the bodies stunk. Skin shrank from bones as putrefaction dissolved the flesh. The dismembered bodies of several infants lay in the bassinettes of the nursery, and even as hardened as Reid had become, he couldn’t bear to look at them. He grabbed a garbage bag from an empty trash can and loaded it with formula, bottles, and a manual breast pump which reminded him of a life before becoming a killer. Back when a zombie apocalypse seemed like impossible science fiction and when he found out that Jess, the woman he loved, had given birth to a son that wasn’t his, but who had been fathered by Mitch, the closest thing he had to a friend. 
 
   He grabbed several sealed packs of diapers and wipes and headed back to the PAT room where the tiny boy cried in the drawer.
 
   His clubbed hands shook and the pitch of his crying climbed higher the more hysterical he became.
 
   Reid lifted him onto the examination table and stretched the blue cap over the top of his tiny head. He diapered and swaddled him, which calmed him down some. Enough to eat, he hoped.
 
   “How about some food?”
 
   He attached a rubber nipple to a premixed bottle of formula, lifted the boy’s head, and pressed the tip to his lips. A slow drip of formula spilled down the boy’s chin, but he had no inclination to suckle. The boy cried louder, showing the full rows of razor teeth that were the most menacing thing about him.
 
   Reid lifted and rocked him, holding his face away from him in case he tried to bite. 
 
   “I don’t know what you want.” 
 
   His chest tightened with anxiety and his head throbbed.
 
   No matter what he did, the infant could not be appeased. 
 
   He looked at the cooling corpse of the infant’s mother and set the boy back down. He had no idea if the milk would come, but he had to try. He pressed the cone-shaped end of the manual breast pump to Carlene’s engorged breast and worked the handle. The suction of the manual pump drew her nipple in. Reid blocked out the crying as he manually expressed the scant colostrum—sweet, yellow pre-milk he hoped would encourage the boy to eat. He put a clean nipple on the bottle and picked the boy back up.
 
   “Here,” he said as calmly as he could despite his increasing irritation. 
 
   The infant bit through the rubber and spilled the liquid onto his mouth and face.
 
   “Dammit.” Reid grunted, frustrated. “What do you want?”
 
   He thought back on his work before The Collapse and suddenly he knew.
 
   


 
   
  
 

CHAPTER 15
 
    
 
   “This is probably the brightest room to do it in,” John said.
 
   Frank followed John through the battered rectory door which dangled from one hinge. Bright wasn’t the first word that came to his mind. A sunbeam spotlighted the dusty desk where Father Matthew had penned hundreds of inspiring sermons. Dried, bloody cast-off spattered the walls and floor and a severed hand rotted behind a growing nest of cobwebs in the corner.
 
   John pulled up a chair and cleared a workspace for Frank to tend to his wound. He removed the bandage for a second time and laid his hand palm-up. 
 
   Frank opened his kit, arranged his supplies, and mixed a capful of iodine into a tumbler of sterile water. “I can’t stitch that, you know. Not yet. It’s too infected. If I close it now, there’s no way to properly clean it.” He prepped an irrigation syringe and flushed the debris from the deep gash that ran from John’s wrist to his elbow. “Any deeper and you’d have been dead.”
 
   John shrugged. “If I’d have known that two weeks ago, we wouldn’t be having this conversation.” He squeezed his hand into a tight fist. “Jesus that burns!” 
 
   “Then you’re really going to hate this.” Frank dipped a small brush into the solution and scrubbed at the dirt clinging to the wound’s rough and reddened edge. John’s eyes closed, and for a minute, Frank worried he’d pass out. 
 
   “Hang in there. One more time and I’ll cover it up.” 
 
   John pulled the flask from Frank’s pocket and opened it with his teeth. He drank until liquid spilled from both corners of his mouth and set it down on the desk. “You’re gonna need a refill.”
 
   Frank grinned and scrubbed a little harder. “That was the refill.”
 
   John hissed through his teeth as Frank rinsed and patted the wound dry. 
 
   “This ought to stop the bleeding.” Frank pinched the wound together and applied a row of steri-strips. He wrapped John’s forearm with a clean roll of gauze and taped the loose end in place. “We’ll leave it alone for a day or two and I’ll clean it again.”
 
   John’s eyes lit up. “You’re going to stay?”
 
   “Let’s not make a big deal out of it. I owe you one, and besides, you looked like you were ready to faint. I don’t see how you can clean it yourself. You up to showing me where you keep the goods?” 
 
   John set his hand on the corner of the desk and stood, wobbling and then moving more steadily. “Anything useful is in the catacombs, where I’ve been staying.” He took two penlights from his pocket and handed one to Frank. “I found a bunch of these in the storm kits Father Michael put together for the blizzard a couple of years back. I’ll take you down there and you can see what’s left, as long as we’re sticking together.”
 
   The last bit sounded as much like a plea as it did a negotiation. Frank considered, for a minute, having someone else to look out for, another mouth to feed, another liability, and then he remembered John, knee deep in the hole Holly would later be buried in, digging when he was too weak to. “Yeah, why not?” Frank organized his kit. “Solitaire gets old.” He left behind the trash and followed John out the door.
 
   A tattered paper runner from a long-forgotten wedding crinkled as Frank walked down the aisle toward the decimated altar. Blood clung to the pews and the white marble steps leading to the pulpit.
 
   “What the hell happened?” The fall breeze blew through the shattered windows and sent a chill up Frank’s spine. He grabbed the wooden podium and knocked the bible from on top of it. The crash of the hardcover on marble echoed in the cathedral ceiling and a flock of pigeons ascended from the balcony. 
 
   “Father Matthew tried to get us all down here.” John pushed on the ornate wooden door that matched the wall perfectly. Frank would never have seen it without it being pointed out. “We didn’t have guns or any weapons, really. People who came here believed they wouldn’t need them. There must’ve been a hundred infected, mostly elderly, so I’m guessing they came from the old folk’s home up the road.” 
 
   Frank coughed as he stepped through the entrance to the dimly lit catacomb. The rough stone walls looked hand-cut, supported by only a few weathered, wooden beams, and he feared a collapse. Dust coated his mouth and throat and he wished John hadn’t drained his flask. “You’ve been living here? No wonder you tried to kill yourself.”
 
   Parishioners’ corpses were stacked against the wall. 
 
   “There were so many more,” John said. “I couldn’t bury them all.” 
 
   Frank couldn’t believe what he was hearing. “You dug a mass grave somewhere?”
 
   John looked offended. “No, individual ones.” He bent down and sorted his stockpile of supplies.
 
   Frank walked the perimeter of the damp, underground room, thankful for the chill that staved off at least some of the rotting. The bony remains of bodies formerly interred in the catacomb’s walls were strewn about from the melee. An antique coffin, wooden with a fitted lid, lay open. Fingerprints peppered the thick coating of dust. An ammonia smell, like concentrated urine, hit him in the face. “Oh, what is that?” He coughed and pinched his nose closed.
 
   “What?” John nibbled a stale communion wafer. 
 
    “God, I can taste it.” Frank smacked his lips together and grimaced. He went over to John’s sorted supplies and picked up a large jug of dark red fluid. He twisted the cap off the jug and drew a long sip. Pffftt. He sprayed the mouthful at John. “It tastes like vinegar.”
 
   John mopped the spray off his face. “Used to be grape juice, I think.”
 
   Frank mopped off his tongue with his shirt sleeve. “Is any of this stuff useful?” He looked through the packets of wafers, the spoiled jugs of grape juice, and the scant medical supplies. “Aren’t there any weapons?”
 
   John fished inside the open coffin and pulled out a pointed butcher’s knife caked with blood. “Just this. It was in one of the kitchen drawers. It saved my life, and I’ve been sleeping with it since the attack.”
 
   “Wait a minute. You’ve been sleeping in that coffin?”
 
   John shrugged and nodded. “I was alone. I couldn’t have slept without hiding.”
 
   Frank sneezed and wiped his nose on his sleeve. “Then this is all of it, everything worth taking?” 
 
   “There’s a shovel and pick ax out behind the tool shed where I’ve been digging, why?”
 
   “Because we can’t stay here.”
 
   “You have a better idea?” 
 
   “I’ll clear you a space in the van.”
 
   “No offense,” John said, “but how is that better?”
 
   “It comes with free medical care and it’s not full of corpses.” 
 
   


 
   
  
 

CHAPTER 16
 
    
 
   Miranda pushed the pharmacy door until the gap was wide enough for her stomach to fit through. The door scraped along the dingy tile, the seal giving a bit of resistance. Pill bottles covered the floor. She looked around at the disaster and assumed that most of what was worth taking was long gone already. Prenatal vitamins, luckily for her, were neither recreational nor life saving. 
 
   A dozen rows of white utility shelves spanned the room. The chairs at the check-out counter were knocked over and blood spatter indicated a likely fatal struggle. 
 
   “Everything okay in there?” 
 
   She could tell from his voice that Scott wasn’t far off.
 
   Her shuffling feet sent one of the bottles skittering across the floor and she nearly tripped. Her new, round physique kept her from seeing much beyond her belly. 
 
   “I’m fine,” she answered, sorry for having blown up at him. “I’m just checking for vitamins.” 
 
   “Jackpot on the size 1 diapers.”
 
   She smiled, relieved at how supportive he was being. 
 
   None of the last seven months had been easy, especially for Scott. 
 
   A sharp cramp hit beneath her belly button and she grabbed a metal shelf to keep from falling. A dozen pill bottles crashed to the floor and bounced off the tile. 
 
   “Miranda? You all right?” 
 
   She inched forward, the pain making it impossible to run.
 
   “Miranda?” 
 
   An infected, gray-haired male wearing a white pharmacist’s coat with the name “Arthur” embroidered on the pocket twitched. The wrinkles of his loose, sore-covered skin folded in on each other and his white eyes sank deep in their sockets. His rotten lips parted and a string of yellow liquid stretched between his incomplete set of jagged teeth.
 
   Miranda stepped back, terrified to respond. 
 
   The sound of Scott’s footsteps put him somewhere near the door. “Miranda, answer me.”
 
   The pharmacist moved slowly, stuttering like a stop motion character in a Japanese horror film. 
 
   The pain in Miranda’s stomach let up, but fear kept her from escaping. She tried to scream, but all that came out was a squeak. 
 
   The infected man crept toward her, dragging his injured right leg. She squeezed her eyes shut and stood with her back against the end of one of the shelves. Please, no. The smell of death gagged her, and she swallowed, trying not to vomit as he stopped in front of her and stared. His nose nearly touched hers and her whole body trembled.
 
   “Miranda!” Scott ran down the aisle with his pistol drawn. 
 
   The pharmacist turned his head and the flesh along his collar tore. He snapped his rotting jaws and ran in Scott’s direction.
 
   “Scott!”
 
   “Miranda, get back. Cover your ears.” 
 
   The deafening gunshot rang out, and the pharmacist fell dead at Scott’s feet. 
 
   “Are you okay?” Scott held out his hand. “Come on, we have to get out of here.”
 
   Miranda’s ears rang. She hurried along with her arms crossed over her belly and prayed for the baby to kick.
 
   Scott grabbed the cart and pushed it to the truck. He opened her door and unloaded their haul into the narrow space behind the driver’s seat. Miranda couldn’t stop looking over her shoulder. 
 
   “Hurry, come on.”
 
   Her ankles ached and her legs burned. She climbed into the passenger’s seat, slammed the door, and locked it. A group of hungry infected that must have been hidden somewhere in the store made their way through the entrance. 
 
   Scott jammed the screwdriver into the ignition and turned it. The truck roared to life and emitted a fog of exhaust. He slammed his foot on the gas and plowed through the aggressing mob. He knocked several aside and mowed one down with a thud. 
 
   Miranda held her hand on the ceiling and braced herself through the jolt as they tore out of the parking lot. She refused to look back, terrified by the thought that something like one of them fathered her baby.
 
   Back on the highway, neither of them spoke. 
 
   Miranda replayed her brush with death a dozen times, wondering if it was her holding still that saved her life, or if there was more to it than that.
 
   “Are you all right?” Scott asked. The aviators on top of his head held his hair back from his gentle, hazel eyes.
 
   Miranda sniffled. “He didn’t want me.” She set her hand on top of her stomach. “We were nose-to-nose, and he just stood there.”
 
   “You weren’t moving, Miranda. He didn’t even see you.”
 
   “Or something about the baby has changed me. What if they can sense their own?” 
 
   “You’re being ridiculous. It was luck, that’s all.”
 
   She couldn’t be convinced. “And if you’re wrong?”
 
   A moment of silence passed between them.
 
   “Then you made the wrong choice keeping the baby.”
 
   Miles passed and Scott’s brutal observation sat like a wedge between them. She put her elbow on the window ledge and leaned her head against the glass. She closed her eyes, but couldn’t get the image of the pharmacist out of her head. Rolling into their driveway, she realized they had more immediate problems.
 
    
 
   * * * * *
 
    
 
   Someone had broken into their house. 
 
   “Stay here,” Scott said and reloaded his pistol. 
 
   Miranda turned to him, and her eyes welled up with tears. “You don’t have to go in there. We can just leave.”
 
    Scott shook his head. “You know we can’t. Did you pack the bags?” He told her to gather their most valuable supplies—formula, diapers, wipes, and some clothes—in case they had to evacuate.
 
   Miranda looked behind the seat. “We have enough to start over. Let’s just go.”
 
   “Did you pack the bags or not?” 
 
   She nodded. “They’re in the nursery, but…”
 
   He held up his hand, refusing to listen. “I’ll be right back.”
 
   She sniffled. “Something bad happens every time one of us says that.”
 
   He leaned across the seat and kissed her. “Today, we’re at quota.” He locked the truck and walked quietly up the front porch steps. The door jamb had splintered and sharp points of wood jutted out at knob level where someone had kicked it open. 
 
   “Hello?” He called out as he went inside.
 
   A rustling noise came from the kitchen and he held his finger on the trigger. 
 
   “If anyone’s in here, I’m armed and I’ll shoot.”  
 
   A male infected, in dark, blood-stained jeans and a NY Giants t-shirt clawed at the pantry door, trying, for some unknown reason, to get inside. Scott looked around for signs of others and seeing only the one, took the pointed chef’s knife from the butcher block. 
 
   The sound of the blade against wood called the man’s attention and he charged. 
 
   Scott held the knife firmly overhand and used the island to keep distance between them. Determined as the man was, he couldn’t keep up with Scott’s rapid back and forth pace, and he stumbled. Scott, seeing an opportunity, thrust the blade into the man’s white right eye and drove him backward. He advanced the knife until the blade was buried to the handle and the tip came out of the back of the infected man’s head. The bifold pantry doors folded around him and a field mouse scurried across the tile floor. Scott shook the gluey, vitreous fluid from his hand, and headed upstairs for the bags. 
 
   Standing in the nursery one last time, sadness gripped him. Dust clung to the pink wall in the places where Rosalie’s name had hung in wooden letters over her crib. He forced back his sadness, knowing they had to leave for Miranda’s sake, and the baby’s. He picked up the two emergency packs, and as he was about to leave, a white rectangle of paper caught his eye. On the table next to the gliding rocking chair, a business card read “Michael Waters, M.D. Obstetrics and Gynecology.” 
 
   He couldn’t decide whether the card was an offering of help or another in a long line of threats. 
 
   There was only one way to find out.
 
   


 
   
  
 

CHAPTER 17
 
    
 
   The remains of two failed feeding attempts littered the small examination room. Formula and breast milk spilled on the counter, and the rubber feeding nipples were full of holes. The infant’s relentless crying pierced Reid’s throbbing head and filled his mind with a dozen ways to make it stop, all of which gave up his bargaining chip.
 
   “I know! I hear you!”
 
   Carlene’s naked body sat slumped against the wall where Reid had put her. Dark hair clung to her face and masked her lifeless expression. Black liquid and blood leaked from the jagged hole in her stomach, and her bowels had let go. Decomposition hadn’t fully set in, but it wouldn’t be long. 
 
   The smells made it hard for Reid to breathe. He took one of the remaining scalpels from his shirt pocket and opened the sterile envelope. Somehow, what he was about to do was harder and more disturbing than anything he’d done before. Reheating amputated parts had been one thing, harvesting them was entirely another. He assessed Carlene’s shape, noting the round curves of her hips and the thickness of her thighs, and decided on trimming the latter. He set his hand on her cold leg and nicked her skin with the scalpel’s sharp tip. Corpses bled differently, a fact he noted as he forced the scalpel into the muscle and extracted a small filet. 
 
   He set the chunk of flesh on the counter and macerated it to a fine pulp so that the boy wouldn’t choke, and when he was finished, he picked the boy up. 
 
   “Hang on.” 
 
   He cradled the boy in his left arm, bouncing and swaying as he pushed the meat into a pile. He turned the scalpel around and used the blunt end to feed him the first bits.
 
   “Here you go.” He shushed the boy and pressed the blood-soaked mush to his lips. “See what I have for you.” He didn’t know how much more he could stand for the sake of clearing his debt to Nixon. 
 
   Blood stained the boy’s lips and he turned his face away, at first. Reid kept pressing and forced a small amount past his teeth. The infant coughed, and when he finally swallowed, became quiet.
 
   “There you go. That’s good, right?”
 
   The boy blinked and smacked his lips together, chewing as if by instinct. Shredded bits of flesh, too big to be from the feeding, stuck out from between his teeth, and Reid knew that they had to have been from his birth. Nixon had insisted on scheduled cesareans. Reid wondered if Nixon knew what happened to Carlene was a possibility. 
 
   He scooped up another small portion when the boy began to fuss.
 
   “Hang on,” he said. “It’s coming.”
 
   The boy’s pink tongue lapped at the pulp-covered metal, and he all but devoured the handle. He had a taste for flesh and cried, instantly, for more. Reid continued giving it to him until he was certain he’d had his fill. The boy fell off to sleep and a thought crossed Reid’s mind. When Carlene’s flesh inevitably went bad, what was he going to feed him?
 
   


 
   
  
 

CHAPTER 18
 
    
 
   The cold wind across the mountain top pierced the thin cotton of Ben’s blue lab coat. The lantern barely stayed lit and snot ran from his nose. He looked in the direction of Allison’s room and sniffled. 
 
   “What did I let you talk me into?” 
 
   Sooner or later, quitting the antiviral would catch up with her, and they had sustained her so long that Nixon would never believe something hadn’t been tampered with. Ben wondered if Allison knew what she’d become, if she’d still want to die. She deserved the choice. Having faced cancer, the virus, and almost a year of being Nixon’s lab rat, he owed her a way out. He picked up the hammer from on top of the coup and checked to make sure he was alone. 
 
   The guards laughed and joked inside the cabin where the woodstove kept them warm. He accounted for each of them by their voices. 
 
   A faint, yellow glow seeped from under the carriage-style doors of the makeshift lab where Nixon worked into the early morning hours, manipulating virus strains grown in the eggs he had harvested. 
 
   Allison was right. He would never let any of them go. 
 
   Ben pried at one of the nails holding Allison’s window shut, and when the head was far enough out of the wood, he hooked it with the claw and removed it. The old sill groaned as each nail was pulled in turn. Allison, barely visible through the dust and dirt, rolled over in bed. He waited for her to be still before releasing the last one.
 
   “I hope this helps you find peace.”
 
   He put the hammer back in its place and set to feeding the hens as if nothing happened. Despite the bitter cold, the muddy pen hadn’t iced over. He trudged to the grain barrel and scooped the feed with his good hand. 
 
   A dozen or so hens clucked from the shelter of the plywood coup. He scattered the food across the ground, hoping to draw them out. 
 
   “Come on, get out of there.” Ben ducked inside the cramped hut and waved his arms for them to leave. Only one nest had eggs, a bad sign on all accounts because the eggs that weren’t used for vaccines were their food. 
 
   “What’s the count?”
 
   Ben stood up and hit the back of his head on the ceiling. 
 
   Nixon stood in the doorway, his white lab coat smeared with yolk, and his knee-high boots caked with mud and chicken shit.
 
   “Two,” Ben answered, reluctantly. “They seem to be under some kind of stress.” It was the best answer he could come up with.
 
   Nixon cocked his head. “You know which one made those two eggs?” 
 
   Ben shrugged. “That white one with the black tail, I think. Why?”
 
   Nixon slogged through the mud toward a brownish-red hen pecking at feed. He snatched it up, and in one fluid motion, twisted its neck, killing it instantly. “Because I need to know who around here works well under pressure.” He walked through the gate with the limp hen dangling from his hand and looked over his shoulder. “You coming?”
 
   Ben followed him into the cabin. 
 
   “Who’s sick of eggs?” Nixon slapped the dead hen on the butcher block and called Wayne’s attention. “Cook that up, would you?”
 
   Wayne Quimby, the portly cook, nodded and his second and third chins became more pronounced as he did so. He shuffled to the wall of split, dried timber and grunted as he bent over and picked up several pieces from the stack. His round face turned red and he was out of breath by the time he unloaded them into the woodstove. Five guys in the room--Nixon, Ben, and two guards: Joe and Paul--and no one offered help. Wayne poured fresh water into a stock pot, and when he bent over to set down the oversized jug, his underwear peeked from the seam of his stained, checkered pants. 
 
   Joe Barnes, an imposing guard with military-short, dark hair and an all-black wardrobe, broke into a fit of laughter. The outburst was an unusual break of character.
 
   Ben shook his head, unsure why Nixon would keep company with someone like Wayne unless the goal was to have someone around in case they had to eat each other. 
 
   Nixon checked the time on his watch, a useless habit as far as Ben was concerned, and changed into a clean lab coat. “How is Allison doing since we restarted treatment?” 
 
   It was a simple, but unsettling question. Paranoia had Ben wondering if Nixon somehow knew. Guilt had him reading too much into things. “I haven’t been in her room since earlier.”
 
   Nixon hung his dirty lab coat on a peg in the wall and took the syringes from its pocket. One, tinted pink and different from the others, caught Ben’s eye. “It’s time for another treatment, anyway,” he said. “Why don’t you join me?”
 
   Ben jumped when Wayne drew the cleaver down on the hen’s neck and spattered the butcher’s block with blood. 
 
   Joe crossed his muscular arms over his chest in a posture that drew his shoulder holster forward. 
 
   Ben had never been a fan of guns. Less so, now. 
 
   Nixon unlocked Allison’s door and went inside. 
 
   A sinking feeling set in as Ben crossed the threshold.
 
   Joe followed him and closed the door behind them.
 
   “Shouldn’t you be out there?” Ben challenged Joe’s unusual attendance.
 
    A malicious grin spread across his face. “Not with fresh footprints in the mud outside of her window.” 
 
   Ben couldn’t account for a minute when anyone would’ve seen this, but they had.
 
   Nixon sat down on the stool and jotted something in Allison’s voluminous chart. “Joe being here is a precaution, Ben. If someone’s trying to hurt the experiment, we need to keep tighter security.” He pulled a vial out of the supply cart and handed it to him. “Do the honors, would you?”
 
   Allison, who had watched them with quiet suspicion, locked her gaze on Ben’s. Her desperate stare implored him not to go through with the treatment. He drew up the syringe, unable to refuse Nixon’s order. 
 
   He nodded and tried to convey, without speaking, that everything was going to be okay. He pulled on a pair of latex gloves and propped Allison’s arm up on a pillow. He opened an alcohol prep pad, swabbed her bicep, and rolled her arm toward him. Allison turned her head and he could see her disappointment. Ben drove the needle into the pillow as close to her arm as he could. The liquid seeped into the white cotton pillowcase and left a dark ring. Allison, realizing he had kept his word, sucked in a hissing breath and played along as if she were in pain as he depressed the plunger.
 
   “I’m sorry,” he said and lowered her sleeve. “Let’s get you comfortable.” He fluffed the pillow and eased Allison forward to put it underneath her.
 
   “Wait.” Nixon looked up from his note-taking. “Hand me those. I need her to lie flat so I can check her stomach. Ben hesitated. He took the pillows from under Allison’s head, and before he could lean them against the wall, Nixon had grabbed them. “I said give them here.” 
 
   Joe blocked the exit.
 
   “What’s going on?” Allison asked. 
 
   Nixon looked at the silver dollar-sized wet spot on the pillow case, sniffed it, and lifted her sleeve. “Allison, can you please pinpoint for me where Ben gave you the injection? I’m having a hard time finding the hole.” 
 
   Allison ran her finger down to one of the older ones. “About here,” she said.
 
   “That one’s healed over. Ben, something you want to tell me?”
 
   Ben’s heart pounded and sweat poured down his sides. His mouth hung open. “I…”
 
   Nixon shook his head. “That’s what I thought.” 
 
   Joe lunged and Ben darted left, narrowly avoiding being caught. 
 
   “Get away from me,” Ben shouted. He scanned the room, desperate for a way out. 
 
   Allison’s eyes went wide and she screamed for them to listen to her. “It’s my fault,” she said, tears streaming down her face. “Please, I asked him to stop.”
 
   “Allison, don’t. I shouldn’t have listened.” Her taking the blame only ensured both of them meeting terrible fates. 
 
   “No, you should have,” she insisted. 
 
   Ben tried to shove Joe out of the way, but it was too late. Nixon grabbed Ben’s arm and a needle pierced Ben’s flesh. The liquid burned as it seeped into his muscle.
 
   Ben screamed and pulled himself free, but it was too late. 
 
   Allison struggled to her hands and knees. “Ben, I’m sorry.”
 
   Nixon threw her down onto the bed, and though she struggled, she was weak and forced to receive another of the terrible treatments.
 
   “No!” She screamed and laced her fingers through her black hair.
 
   Ben stumbled and nearly fell. Deep, throaty laughter and the sounds of Allison crying blended into a unified distraction. He steadied himself, fighting his disorganized thoughts and the feeling of his feet sinking in wet cement. He shoved Nixon aside and veered to the right of Joe, drunk on whatever Nixon injected into him. He dashed through the living room and miraculously made it out the front door, which was as far as he could possibly go. His chest burned as if he’d run a marathon. He bent over, hands on knees, and coughed. Droplets of blood peppered his pale palm, and his screams echoed down the mountainside. He collapsed to his knees on the leaf-covered dirt and gave himself over to bone-crushing shivers that gripped him like a full-body vice. 
 
   “God help me,” he whispered.
 
   A pair of hands firmly gripped his biceps and his wrists were forced together behind his back. Joe’s evil cackle sent the hens into a frenzy. “Looks like more than a chicken’s being sacrificed tonight.”
 
   


 
   
  
 

CHAPTER 19
 
    
 
   The tree line rushed by in blurs of red, brown, yellow, and green. The setting sun painted the sky pink and the impending darkness had Miranda worried. Her back ached and her ankles were swollen to the point that her cowgirl boots cut off the circulation to her toes. With limited cab space inside the old truck and her enormous belly occupying most of her lap, they were impossible to take off.
 
   Scott hadn’t said more than a few words since leaving their house, and ten years of experience with him said his expression meant he was hiding something. A fresh blood stain soaked through the cuff of his right sleeve.
 
   “What aren’t you telling me?” she finally asked.
 
   “What do you mean?”
 
   “I mean whose blood is that?” 
 
   “It’s some straggler’s who got in because the front door was open.”
 
   A sharp pinch shot down her groin and she let out an unintentional whimper. The day’s stress had increased the severity of her contractions and she was afraid they were more than Braxton-Hicks.
 
   Scott glanced over. “Everything all right?”
 
   “Just watch the road.” She breathed through the cramp and repositioned herself in the uncomfortable seat. 
 
   “You’d tell me if something was wrong, wouldn’t you?”
 
   “And you’d tell me if you knew who broke into the house.” She could feel her blood pressure rising. “It was Nixon, wasn’t it?”
 
   “No,” Scott said and left it at that.
 
   “God, could you be any more vague?” She grunted when another crampy contraction hit. “Was it someone from the center?” Not knowing made it worse.
 
   “It was Michael, okay?”
 
   “Michael? Why would he break into our house?”
 
   Scott shook his head. “I was trying to figure that out before I told you.”
 
   Another jolt of pain came and a sudden dampness between her legs made her heart race. “Pull over.”
 
   “What?”
 
   “Pull over.”
 
   “Why?”
 
   “Just do it!” 
 
   Scott pulled to the side of the desolate road lined with a dense forest of pines. He rushed to open her door and looked her over as he helped her out.
 
   “What’s the matter?”
 
   “Bathroom emergency. I have to go.” She eased out of the passenger’s seat, terrified that her water was on the verge of breaking, and shielded his view of her seat in case it already had.
 
   “Come on.” He tried to help her to where she could have some privacy and she pushed him away, keeping him from seeing her rear.
 
   “I don’t need you to come with me.” Her legs shook, the boots rubbing her blistered feet.
 
   “It’s almost dark, Miranda. I’m not letting you go alone.”
 
   “Please, it’s hard enough squatting out here. I don’t need an audience.”
 
   “Then at least let me stay where I can hear you in case.”
 
   She was reminded of the infected pharmacist. “They don’t want me, remember?” Irritation kept her from curbing the bite in her tone. She walked away, pretending not to be terrified, or in pain. 
 
   The cold ground was stiff beneath her feet and she was careful not to twist her ankle in any of the lumpy holes left behind by moles or snakes as she moved out of Scott’s sight line. She reached under her maternity dress and a pinkish, blood-tinged slime coated her fingers. Her water hadn’t broken, but the early signs of labor were there. Her mucous plug had or was dislodging.
 
   Shit.
 
   “Miranda, you okay?” 
 
   She was, she just didn’t know for how long.
 
   


 
   
  
 

CHAPTER 20
 
    
 
   The impending darkness set Frank on-edge.
 
   John fidgeted with the white gauze rolled around his arm, scratching and wincing when the itching turned to obvious pain. 
 
   Frank glared at him from the van’s driver’s seat. “Will you leave that alone?” A new knocking in the old van’s engine preoccupied him.
 
   “Where are we going?”
 
   Frank was concerned John’s infection would spread to John’s bloodstream. He needed antibiotics and there were only two places he might be able to get them.
 
   The van limped into the parking lot of the remains of the EMS station that had taken thirty-five years of Frank’s life.  
 
   “What are we doing here?” John asked.
 
   “Going back in time.” Frank pulled the hood release and got out. Smoke rolled out of the hood and he assessed the damage. “Lock the door behind you,” he said. “I’m going to have to get parts to fix this.”
 
   The lock clicked and John stared at the gray sky, thinking, certainly, the same thing as Frank. 
 
   How are we going to get out of here? 
 
   Frank stepped through the smashed front door and looked around at what was left of his former home away from home. To the left, a reception desk stood on-end. Pre-hospital Care Reports littered the filthy tile floor and blood spattered the formerly white walls where Cheryl, the dispatcher, once sat. He opened the door to the double-bay to find both ambulances and the first responder Jeep gone. “Looks like someone beat us to the truck.”
 
   John pulled the bloodstained knife from inside of his boot and looked around, nervously. “So what’re we going to do now? This place has way too many holes in it to be a decent place to stay for the night.”
 
   Frank drew his pistol and climbed the stairs to the second floor sleeping quarters. “You need antibiotics, or where we stay is going to be the least of your problems. There might be something in the garage cabinet. Look for anything ending in ‘cillin’. I’m going to check the upstairs office.”
 
   The narrow second floor hallway hadn’t changed in years. Plaques and awards, photos and mementos hung where they always had. Frank stopped at the collage from the last picnic before Marjorie, his wife, had died, and stared at the group picture. She stood in the front. Her light brown hair showed the first signs of graying and her gentle, green eyes were identical to Holly’s. He took the frame down, pried the backing loose, and tucked the picture in the breast pocket of his flannel shirt.
 
   It felt good to have a new memento.
 
   He turned the office doorknob and sighed. Someone had the same idea as him. The supply cabinet had been ransacked and there was nothing left.
 
   “Any luck?” John called up the stairs.
 
   Frank went to the overnight room across the hall and stared out the window. “No, but I might have found a way out of here.”
 
   


 
   
  
 

CHAPTER 21
 
    
 
   Penny searched the master bedroom closet for warmer clothes and decided on a thick, purple sweatshirt two sizes too large. Unlike her family’s cramped trailer, the house was cold. She never thought she’d miss the smell of the old kerosene heater, or the radiant, orange glow of the flames inside of it. Her nose ran and her hands were stiff from the cold. She rubbed them together and stared out the window. Grief intruded on the quiet moments. She spent the day cleaning to keep her mind busy and had opened the window to air the room out. The newness of the seals made the windows hard to lock and she’d given up after ten minutes of trying. She refused to ask Foster for help and struggled to reconcile her mixed feelings about him.
 
   “You really should eat something.” 
 
   She turned around to see him standing in the doorway. His reddish-blond hair stood on end and his white t-shirt was smeared with gun cleaning solution. He pushed his dark-framed glasses up on his nose and forced a smile. 
 
   “I found some canned food in the pantry.”
 
   Her stomach was so used to starving that she didn’t feel hungry anymore. “I’ll be down in a minute.”
 
   He shrugged. “It’s not like it’s going to get cold.”
 
   She could see he was put off that she wouldn’t go with him. His footsteps trailed down the hardwood stairs and she held back her tears. The approaching darkness of the first night without her parents made the fresh memories all the more painful. She couldn’t close her eyes without seeing them, not how they were in life, but what had become of them in those final moments.
 
   She dried her eyes and headed down to the kitchen.
 
   A plate of canned peaches and potted meat smeared on crackers sat on the table. Foster opened a bottle of red wine, though a half-glass of dark whiskey sat next to his plate. 
 
   Penny sat down and picked up a fork. She turned it over in her hand and was unable to look him in the eyes. 
 
   “I meant it when I said I was sorry.” He pushed aside a half-empty cartridge and a pile of bullets yet to be loaded. “All ten times.” He set a cracker on her plate and sighed. 
 
   “I know,” she said, crying again when it was the last thing she wanted to do. The repeated apologies solidified his guilt, whether or not there was another option. 
 
   She lifted a cracker to her lips and forced herself to eat.  
 
   The meal was a reminder, as everything before it that day had been, that something had changed. No more rationing. No more family.
 
   The cracker drew the moisture from her mouth and she sipped the wine she wasn’t used to drinking to get the food down. One sip turned to one glass, then one refill, and before she knew it, she felt dizzy and somehow sadder.
 
   Foster, who hadn’t talked the whole time they sat there, stood up and pushed his chair in. “We have to seal up the first floor for the night. I could use your help.” He went into the living room where an expansive fireplace provided the only light and heat in the house, leaving behind a half-eaten plate of food and an empty glass.
 
   Penny’s stomach, unused to food, churned. The wine sloshed inside of her as she went out to help him. “What do you need me to do?”
 
   Foster lifted a piece of plywood into place over the front window. “Can you hold this end up a minute?”
 
   Splintered wood poked her fingers as she held the end of the board in place. Foster tightened down the screws, tucked the screwdriver into the back pocket of his jeans, and went to the next window.
 
   “What’s the matter?” he asked when she didn’t follow.
 
   “I can’t live like this.” She slumped down on the couch. She couldn’t keep boarding herself up in this house or that, and she couldn’t stand the tension or her anger with him.
 
   “What are you saying?”
 
   The wine made the words come too easily and without thinking. “I’m saying maybe I’m better off on my own.”
 
   “This isn’t an alone world, anymore, Penny. Do you know how many nights I watched your house? What I had to do to keep you safe or how hard it was to do by myself? How long do you think you’ll last out there?”
 
   “What are you talking about? Watching my house? Why would you do that?” She grew angrier by the minute.
 
   “Do you really need to ask? Isn’t it obvious how I feel about you?” She couldn’t believe what she was hearing. “I risked my life for you. I can’t stand the thought of you out there, defenseless, and me not knowing that you’re all right.”
 
   “I know how to shoot, if that’s what you’re worried about.”
 
   “There’s more to surviving than handling a gun, Penny. I’m sorry about what happened. I don’t know how many times I can say that, but it wasn’t my fault. I didn’t get your parents bit. I just kept them from living in that undead hell and infecting others. I was there that night for you. I haven’t been able to stop thinking about you since we left the Nixon Center, and I thought that if we had some time, once you were away from that goddamned nightmare, that we could have something, together. I knew how important home was to you, and I did everything in my power to keep your family safe.”
 
   She huffed out an annoyed breath. “We see how well that turned out.”
 
   


 
   
  
 

CHAPTER 22
 
    
 
   Reid moved the infant to one of the basement labs and stood over him with his fingers in his ears. The boy had been crying for hours and refused to eat what was left of his previous meal now that the flesh had gone rancid. His hands shook, his fused fingers frantically fanning the air, and his eyes had become whiter and more opaque. 
 
   The infection appeared to be winning. 
 
   “Please, for the love of God, shut-up.” Reid shook the bassinette, hard, and the boy stopped crying, but only for a second. All Reid wanted to do was to kill. 
 
   In order to keep the child fed, he knew he might have to.
 
   He closed the lab door, climbed out of the basement, and took a deep breath. Silence never sounded so good. He dragged the extension ladder out of the hole and carried it to his F250, which he left parked in front of the main entrance. He checked under the driver’s seat for the bottle of chloroform and the Nixon Center towel he carried “just in case.” 
 
   Months of being hunted had prepared him. 
 
   He climbed in, turned the key, and cracked open his window. Cool air poured in and mitigated the gas smell from the most recent run. Fumes from the siphoning hose curled up on the passenger’s side floor magnified his already pounding headache. 
 
   Miles passed between the secluded hospital and anything residential. This was a run he didn’t want to make twice. The easy solution to his problem was to find and dispatch a survivor. Easy was a relative term because he hadn’t seen another sign of life for months, other than the men Nixon sent after him. He suddenly wished he’d take at least one of them prisoner. It was a mistake he wouldn’t make twice. 
 
   He looked through the house’s windows and prayed for a single lantern to guide him. His shoulders tensed and his mind raced with the worry of losing the one thing that might get him off of Nixon’s radar: the infant. 
 
   Farmhouses and trailers lined the roads, many of them overgrown and with damage too severe to be a good hide-out. The windows of the school were black with darkness and St. Margaret’s Church was all but destroyed. 
 
   He turned a sharp corner into the outskirts of downtown and the ladder slid to the far side of the truck’s bed. The houses, in better repair and closer together, formed a suburban utopia. This is where people with money had lived. A familiar, red Jeep caught his eye and he slammed on his breaks. The ladder crashed into the bed liner loud enough that he prayed no one had heard. Unlike the surrounding houses, this one’s first floor windows were boarded up. There was no way of telling how many people were inside, only that one of them was Brian Foster.
 
   Reid took a lap around the block and calculated his next move.
 
   


 
   
  
 

CHAPTER 23
 
    
 
   Paul’s slicked-back hair shined in the lantern light as he held the cabin door open for Joe, whose sharp features were cast in shadows.
 
   Ben lifted his aching head, fighting the weight of the heavy chains wrapped around his neck, wrists, and feet to see what lied ahead. 
 
   Nixon appeared behind Paul, a blurry figure in the requisite white lab coat who clucked his tongue in disappointment.
 
   Ben squinted to make out what was dangling from his right hand. 
 
   “Get him in here.” Nixon propped the door with his foot and pulled on a pair of thick, fire-resistant gloves.
 
   Ben groaned at the sharp pain from Joe and Paul each lifting one of his arms. “Please, help me,” he whispered to Paul, the less maniacal of the two.
 
   Joe yanked harder and snickered when Ben’s shoulder snapped. Ben screamed out in pain. The weight of the heavy chains dragging along the rustic, hardwood floor strained the injured joint and gave a fiery quality to the pain.
 
   “Wayne, please do something.” Ben prayed the enormous cook, to whom he’d never been cruel, would intervene. 
 
   Wayne tended the stock pot and kept his gaze averted. 
 
   Nixon pushed Wayne aside and unlatched the woodstove handle. The metal hinge creaked as the door opened. Red, yellow, and blue flames danced in the cast iron belly. Nixon shifted the positioning of the half-burnt logs and reached beneath them with what Ben could now see were a pair of metal pincers.
 
   “String him up.”
 
    “No!” Ben’s heart beat faster and he fought harder to get free. 
 
   Joe tore a piece off of a roll of duct tape and covered his mouth, running his hand across it until it was sealed air-tight. 
 
   Ben struggled to breathe through his blood-crusted nose, broken from his struggle with Joe. 
 
   Paul lowered an old farm-style pulley hook, which was suspended from chains to the ceiling. He turned up the wick on the oil lamp for more light and gave way to Joe. Beneath the pulley, sat a plastic drainage basin stained from years of hunters’ butchering.
 
   Ben’s eyes went wide, his begging muffled and useless. 
 
   Joe shoved Ben forward and threaded the old hook through a link chain around his neck. The chain tightened down on Ben’s neck, enough to make it hard for him to swallow, as he was hoisted to near-choking. Joe secured the chain to a cleat on the wall.
 
   Ben scrambled to keep his feet under him, determined not to be hung. 
 
   Paul watched quietly. 
 
   Joe laughed.
 
   Nixon appeared in Ben’s periphery, brandishing a burning hot coal. “The most important thing about science, Ben, is control. Take the constant out of the experiment and it skews all of the data.” He shook his head with disappointment. “I know you know this.” He nodded for Joe to lift him a bit higher.
 
   Sweat rolled down Ben’s balding head and stung his eyes. The pulley squealed and clunked. Rust and an imperfectly round wheel caused the lift to be painfully slow.
 
   “That’s far enough,” Nixon said.
 
   Ben stood almost on tiptoes, stretched far enough that the virus-induced shivers made him squirm like a fish on a hook. 
 
   Nixon moved closer, close enough that Ben could see him clearly and smell the chicken shit on his boots. “I have to go back to square one, thanks to you, and I just don’t have that kind of time.” He adjusted his grip on the pliers, the ember still glowing red. “I trusted you and this is my repayment?” 
 
   Ben braced himself and squeezed his eyes shut in order to avoid seeing what was undoubtedly coming. 
 
   “You’ll look at me when I’m talking to you. Hold him!” 
 
   Joe steadied Ben like a trainer holding a heavy bag.
 
   Ben squirmed, but it only made Joe hold on tighter. He told himself to open his eyes, but as the radiant heat moved closer to his face, he couldn’t bring himself to do it. The smell of ash and fire filled his clogged nose. 
 
   “I said ‘open your eyes’.” Nixon pressed a fiery ember to Ben’s right eyelid. The thin covering of skin sizzled and bubbled. Ben lost his breath. 
 
   A bright red light preceded total blindness and forced his other eye open. He watched in distorted, monocular vision as Nixon twisted the dying ember. Hot, wet vitreous fluid ran down his cheek and he fainted.
 
    
 
   * * * * * 
 
    
 
   The hot air smelled of boiling chicken, sweat, and burning flesh. Allison changed from her sweat-soaked gown to a pair of scrubs Ben had left for her. A tear rolled down her cheek as she listened to his muffled cries coming through her door. She had never heard more pure screams of pain, and she knew that if she didn’t escape, she was next. 
 
   The wood floor was rough on her bare feet. She sat down and pulled on a pair of slipper socks, which were the closest things she had to shoes. Her weak legs shook as she eased herself up.
 
   A single beam of moonlight through the dusty window highlighted a ridge of fingerprints just above the sill. She tiptoed across the room, pressed her fingertips into the weathered wood, and lifted. Her arms shook under the weight of the glass and a cold breeze washed over her. 
 
   She wedged Nixon’s binder to hold the window open and breathed a sigh of temporary relief.
 
   “Wake him up!” Nixon’s voice boomed through the door.
 
   She heard the sound of ripping tape. Ben screamed. Joe kept laughing. Time was running out. 
 
   Allison went headfirst out the window, the pain in her stomach nearly unbearable as she doubled-over, half-in and half-out of the room. Her breath hung in the cold night air as she huffed and braced for the inevitable fall. 
 
   “1-2-3.” 
 
   She tumbled out into the darkness, leaving Ben’s screams behind her. Cold mud soaked through her cotton pants and the pebbles scraped her palms. She held still for a minute to get her bearings.
 
   White pinpoints of light dotted the night’s sky.
 
   A hen strutted over and pecked at the feed by her feet.
 
   She rolled onto her hands and knees and pushed herself onto her feet. A bone-deep chill took hold and she shivered. The mud froze her feet, and by the time she reached the gate, she began losing feeling in them. 
 
   She unlatched the hasp and headed toward the sound of rushing water in the distance. Following the stream would lead her to safety, or if not, if Ben was right and the treatment was the only think keeping her alive, it would lead her to someplace else to die, alone and on her own terms. 
 
   


 
   
  
 

CHAPTER 24
 
    
 
   Penny lay in the double-bed of one of the children’s bedrooms, which was more the size she was used to sleeping in. She rolled from her back, to her side, and then finally onto her stomach. Her eyelids fluttered, and as tired as she was, she couldn’t force sleep. Every time she closed her eyes she heard the smacking sound of her father’s mouth tearing chunks from her mother’s flesh as clear as if she were back there with them. The nagging fear of nightmares unsettled her, and guilt for treating Foster the way she had, made her want to apologize. 
 
   The sheets twisted around her legs like a cocoon. She wrestled her feet free, pushed the blankets aside, and headed downstairs. 
 
   The fire had died down, but the air was much warmer than in the rest of the house. A silver mp3 player on the last of its battery glistened in the dim lighting and Foster lay, stretched out on the couch and sleeping to the sound of whatever was loaded on it. The pistol in his lap, and the fact that he was still wearing his glasses, said he hadn’t intended more than to rest his eyes.
 
   Penny moved the metal fireplace screen and tossed a knotty piece of wood onto the charred pile. A draft rolled along the hardwood as the damp pine smoked and finally caught. She sat down and pulled her knees to her chest, basking in the radiant warmth as the flame grew. 
 
   She waited for him to hear her and to wake up, but even through the thick lenses she could see the bags under his eyes. She had no idea how long it had been since his last good night’s sleep. 
 
   He snored loudly and she couldn’t help smiling.
 
   She pulled a crocheted afghan up to his chin and settled in the oversized, leather recliner across from him.
 
   Her eyes had barely closed when she heard the first metallic clang outside. A thud came at the side of the house and when she heard it again, she tried to wake Foster up.
 
   “Brian?” She shook his hand. “Brian, answer me.” She pulled out one of the earbuds. He swatted at his ear, but didn’t wake up.
 
   She picked up the pistol, which rested heavy and uneven in her hand, not at all like the .22 caliber rifle she was used to, and reluctantly checked the noise out.
 
   The lantern flames flickered and a cold breeze drifted down the stairway. 
 
   “Shit.” She steeled her nerves, knowing that if she couldn’t handle going upstairs alone, she’d never make it outside of a house whose first floor was boarded up and where the draft was most certainly a window she forgot to close while cleaning. “You can do this.”
 
   She climbed the stairs and paused when she thought she heard footsteps. The light from the fireplace diminished by the halfway point and she strained her eyes, telling herself the shapes in the shadows were figments of her fertile imagination.
 
   “Hello?” Her voice echoed in the hallway. She tightened her grip on the pistol and held it out at arm’s length, unable to stop her hands from shaking. “Is anyone here?”
 
   The wind picked up at the top of the landing, the draft clearly coming from the master bedroom.
 
   She kept her back to the wall and pivoted into the empty room the way she’d seen done many times on television. The lined, floor-length drapes flapped in the breeze. The window was more than half open. She looked around the room, able to see the outlines of the furniture in the moonlight, and checked for signs of an intruder. 
 
   A thumping sound, a bare tree branch against the house, resonated.
 
   “Friggin’ wind.”
 
   She exhaled a sigh of relief, set the gun on the bed, and went to close the window. By the time she saw the ladder propped against the side of the house, it was too late.
 
   A muscular man wearing a black ski mask came from behind the drapes. He grabbed her, turned her around so that she couldn’t fight him, and held a damp rag to her face. She squirmed and threw her elbows, trying to get free while holding her breath, but his grip was too strong. Her hands and feet began tingling and she knew she had to get away fast. She tried to pry a space between them, but he pushed her forward into the bed, slamming his weight into her. She went for the gun, which was just out of reach on the bedspread. She gasped and the sweet, pungent smell of the sedating liquid filled her nostrils and mouth. Her vision fogged and her ears felt plugged as though she were under water. Her whole body twitched and when she grabbed at the man’s sleeve, she saw the crucifix tattoo that told her the man was Max Reid.
 
   


 
   
  
 

CHAPTER 25
 
    
 
   Frank lifted his knees and trudged through the foot-tall grass toward the crash site he’d seen from the upstairs bedroom window. The heels of his boots sunk in the mud and made it harder to walk. He gripped the pistol handle and tried not to fall.
 
   “What are the chances this thing runs?” John asked.
 
   Frank aimed the beam of the penlight at the ambulance fifty feet or so off the road. The words ‘Strandville EMS’ stuck out in bright red lettering against a white background. “I’d say good, considering where it is. Had I not been upstairs, I wouldn’t have seen it. Means no one else has, either.” 
 
   “For our sakes, I hope you’re right.”
 
   Frank glanced at sunken back tires, caught in two rivets of partially dried mud. “Looks like it might be stuck, but at least the fuel door is closed. Means no one’s siphoned the gas.”
 
   “Now all we need are keys in the ignition and a working engine.” 
 
   Frank cautiously approached the driver’s side. A spotty film of mud covered the window and made it impossible to see in. He felt a run of palpitations in his chest as his hand closed around the door handle. He threw it open and coughed.
 
   John bent over, his hands on his knees, and vomited the undigested remains of a sleeve of communion wafers and alcohol. 
 
   Frank grimaced and looked over the dead body in the driver’s seat. “You were hoping for keys, right?” He jingled the keys in the ignition, keeping his eye on the emaciated body of a distantly familiar man in the driver’s seat. Dressed in the requisite blue jumpsuit and boots with the nametag that said Carl, the body of the once hefty man whom he’d only worked with for a couple of months before retirement, had deteriorated to little more than bones and spotty patches of tissue. 
 
   “Help me get him out of here,” Frank said.
 
   “I…” John’s cheeks puffed out and he continued vomiting, unable to finish a sentence.
 
    “Never mind.” Frank opened the passenger’s side door and set his gun on the dash. His boot stuck in the mud and as he stepped up into the ambulance, his foot came out of it. His dingy, white sock dangled from the tip of his sweaty foot and he pulled it up before reaching for his shoe. “This is just great.” He took a long look at Carl’s remains, checking him for bite marks, and found none immediately visible. His eyes were closed, his pallor the ashen color of quick-dry cement mix. His left hand rested on the steering wheel and the flesh had all but disappeared, leaving his wedding ring circling the bone of his finger. “Poor son of a bitch.” Frank pulled on his boot and situated himself sideways in the passenger’s seat. He put his foot against Carl’s side and prepared to shove him out when his opaque, white eyes popped open. “Holy shit!” Frank fumbled for his pistol. “John, get the hell over here.” 
 
   Carl’s near-skeletal right hand grabbed Frank’s leg, and before John could even try and help, Frank put three bullets into Carl’s head. Black blood dripped from the gaping holes in Carl’s right temple. Frank kicked, hard, and ejected the body onto the ground in front of where John was standing.
 
   “What the hell, Frank?” John wiped his chin and stepped back from the corpse at his feet.
 
   “Thanks for handling that one,” Frank said, sarcastically, and climbed in the driver’s seat. “Get in.” He closed the driver’s side door and turned the key in the ignition. The engine spat and sputtered a few times before finally turning over. 
 
   John got into the passenger’s seat and immediately rolled down the window. “I don’t know how much more of this smell I can handle.”
 
   “The body’s out. It should dissipate.” 
 
   “Think we can get this thing unstuck?” 
 
   Frank slammed on the gas and spun the tires. The ambulance pulled forward and settled back into the rut. A cloud of smoke wafted through the open windows with the smell of exhaust. “We can if you push.”
 
   John’s expression said he’d rather not. 
 
   Frank wasn’t fit enough for that kind of strain.
 
   “The faster you get out there, the faster we’re out of here.” Frank pulled a pack of Pall Malls from his breast pocket and struck a match. The sulfur smell, however unpleasant, temporarily masked the decomposition. He touched the flame to the cigarette’s tip and inhaled.
 
   John finally conceded. “Fine, I’ll go.”
 
   The passenger’s door slammed and Frank took a long, calming drag off the cigarette. “You ready?” He adjusted the enormous side mirror enough to see John chewing his lower lip and trying to get a hold on the back of the ambulance.
 
   “Ready.”
 
   John leaned into the ambulance, pushing with his shoulder like a plow horse while Frank accelerated and twisted the wheel. Mud sprayed up and John closed his eyes, shouting for Frank to stop.
 
   “Almost there,” Frank called back. “Keep pushing.” John winced and Frank kept watch, careful not to back up over him. The tires caught and the ambulance went forward. “Thank God.” The knot in Frank’s stomach let go and his heartbeat normalized. “Get in,” he said and only turned around when he heard the rear doors open.
 
   John jumped up on the bench next to the gurney that both of them had carelessly overlooked. A high-pitched moan escaped the mouth of an infected female struggling to get loose. The neck collar kept her from turning her head. Bruising and a deep gash extending from her hairline gave the appearance of someone who had been in a car accident and slammed their head into the dash.
 
   John pulled his knife, holding it overhand as he drove it with impunity into the woman’s skull.
 
   Blood sprayed the ambulance walls, growing darker and thicker with each subsequent thrust, and painting John in the process. 
 
   Frank watched as John pulverized the undead woman, who hadn’t been a threat after the first jab.
 
   “Whoa, whoa,” Frank said, concerned more with the mess than the slaughter. “Overkill.”
 
   John slammed the rear doors shut, wiped his face on his sleeve, and smirked as he climbed into the passenger’s seat. “Thanks for handling that one,” he said. 
 
   Frank couldn’t help laughing.
 
   


 
   
  
 

CHAPTER 26
 
    
 
   Allison followed the creek as far as she could in the darkness and slept under a blanket of dry leaves in a cave a ways down the mountain. She didn’t freeze to death, but her mud-caked scrubs and slipper socks didn’t dry out either. 
 
   She shivered, stiff from the cold, and stepped into the light of the sunrise, savoring her freedom. Leaves crunched beneath her burning feet. Two of her toes were swollen, red, and discolored in a tip-first pattern she recognized as frostbite. She followed the stream and noted a thin layer of ice forming at the edges. She wasn’t sure she could survive another night. Her feet moved clumsily and it took some concentration not to fall. She stumbled into an old, white birch and recoiled when something sharp cut her.
 
   “Ouch.”
 
   A thin line of blood appeared on her thumb and she stuck it in her mouth to clean it. The copper taste upset her empty stomach. She looked up to see what had cut her.
 
   The round badge on the tree said, “Marcy Dam.” She was on a hiking trail, though there was no clear footpath to indicate anyone had been through recently. She looked for the next trail marker and stopped at the sound of approaching footsteps.
 
   Chains jangled and a familiar, male voice boomed through the forest.
 
   She crouched behind a thick Oak and was careful not to be seen peeking around it.
 
   “Get going!” Joe, one of Nixon’s nastier guards, held Ben at the end of an animal control loop and prodded him along with a handful of metal stakes whenever he slowed down.
 
   Ben shuffled, chains dangling from his limbs and one around his neck dragging behind him. His left eye glowed pure white. The right one had been burned out, lid and all. A black, seared hollow took its place, weeping a thick, yellow liquid, which shimmered like resin in the sunlight. 
 
   Allison tried to make sense of what she was seeing, but she couldn’t understand what had happened to Ben, or why he wasn’t howling in pain. 
 
   “Stop.” Joe stood on the tail of the chain wrapped around Ben’s neck and yanked his head backward. He pulled a mallet from the loop on his uniform pants and staked Ben’s chains to the ground.
 
   Allison turned away, the sight of Ben’s wounds making her even more nauseous. Sweat beaded on her forehead and she wiped at it with the back of her hand. 
 
   A crow pecked a squirming grub from the moist ground in front of her and she shooed it away with her hand. 
 
   “Get,” she whispered. 
 
   The pounding of the mallet on metal masked the sound of her voice.
 
   The crow’s black eyes bore through her, engaging her in a standoff that dared her to move him. He jumped, erratically, and sifted through the crunching, dead leaves for more food. 
 
   “Shoo!” She threw a small pebble and hit the bird in the beak.
 
   He cawed and flew away. His shimmering, black wings beat the air and drew the attention she had hoped to avoid. 
 
   Joe looked almost directly at her. She held her breath and flattened her back against the tree. Her chest tightened and her head spun as she hyperventilated for the long minute that passed before Joe resumed his task. 
 
   He hadn’t seen her.
 
   Ben, however, had. 
 
   He held up his arms, clawing the air in her direction. The chains rattled as he struggled to move his feet which were firmly held in place. He opened and closed his mouth, and his teeth snapped together on impact. 
 
   Allison wiped the tears spilling down her cheek. Whatever had happened to him was her fault.
 
   Ben pulled one foot free and took a long step.
 
   Joe yanked the chain and forced him back into place. “Hold still!” He drove a spike through Ben’s foot and laughed. Ben, determined to get to her, pulled the stake out of the ground and kept moving. The metal tip broke through the sole of his boot and dripped with blood. “I said, ‘hold still’.” Joe pulled a needle out of his shirt pocket and injected something into the back of Ben’s thigh.
 
   Ben collapsed without so much as putting out his hands to break his fall. The stakes pulled from the ground and Joe shifted his position. Ben was dead weight and Joe took no care to check his condition. He cleared a blanket of leaves and dug a shallow groove with the heel of his boot. 
 
   He dragged Ben into the dip so that he was lying on his back and drove the spikes in place. 
 
   “That ought to hold you.”
 
   He covered him up with dirt and leaves and headed in the cabin’s direction.
 
   


 
   
  
 

CHAPTER 27
 
    
 
   Penny rolled her head to the side, the effect of the sweet-smelling inhalant making her woozy. The twin towers of the Nixon Healing and Research Center came into view and her spirits sank. A sense of dread gripped her and she feared she’d be sick. Returning to the place that had taken so much from her diminished her urge to fight. There was no way she could escape twice.
 
   The truck rolled to a slow stop.
 
   “Welcome back.” Reid took off the ski mask, folded to sit like a hat on his bald, tattooed head, and went around to the bed of the truck for the ladder which had been sliding around for most of their drive.
 
   Penny pulled against the duct tape holding her wrists and ankles together, but there was no getting free. Even if she could, her leaden muscles, exhaustion, and the desperation of being right back where she had started, conspired to keep her in place. Reid picked her up and carried her over his shoulder. She couldn’t help thinking about how she’d treated Foster for doing what he had to. 
 
   No way was he coming after her this time.
 
   “Why are you doing this?” She slurred. 
 
   Reid set her down in front of the elevator shaft and her emerging tears stung her eyes. He pulled a knife from his pocket and cut the duct tape. “Don’t even think about running. The harder you make this on me, the worse I’m going to make things for you.” He spoke quietly, as if afraid someone would hear him. 
 
   She teetered, unsteady on her feet, and was afraid to move. 
 
   “Get going.” Reid stuck the knife to her back. The sharp tip poked her sweatshirt and prodded her forward.
 
   “Where?”
 
   The knife tip advanced, an inch to the right of her spine, and split her skin. “Down the ladder.”
 
   A warm drip of blood rolled down her back. “I can’t.” She cried, in pain and fear of what waited for her in the darkness. She looked down into the basement where Nixon kept his victims and shuddered. 
 
   Reid shushed her and lit a lantern. “Go.” His eyes widened as he issued the order.
 
   There was no refusing him. She turned and stepped onto the ladder, each step punctuated by metallic groaning which seemed to make Reid more anxious. Her mind conjured a dozen fates and only stopped when she heard a distorted cry coming through a closed door. The noise started slow and intermittent, and then quickly became frantic. She held her breath, terrified to move, and stopped three-quarters of the way down the ladder.
 
   “Move it.” Reid held his boot over the next rung, threatening to step on her hands.
 
   Penny squeezed her eyes shut and forced herself to take the last few steps. The cement floor radiated cold through her feet, and cold as she was, she began to sweat.
 
   Reid steered her down the dark hall and the screams grew louder. The cries changed pitch and there was an animal-like quality to them that sent a chill up her spine. The sound wasn’t entirely human. She had lost the baby, but others hadn’t been so lucky. She wondered who else was down there.
 
   


 
   
  
 

CHAPTER 28
 
    
 
   A tiny lump, the baby’s hand or foot, moved across the strained fabric of Miranda’s blue, flowered maternity dress. “Are you sure this is a good idea?” She pulled down her straw hat until its floppy brim hid her face. “What if Michael recognizes us?” She stretched. Her body ached from sleeping all night in the rusted, old truck and her ankles swelled to the point that she wasn’t sure she could walk.
 
   Scott holstered a pistol at his shoulder beneath his lined flannel. “He’ll know it’s us sooner or later. Besides, I don’t think there’s a choice. You need a doctor and I don’t intend to keep running.”
 
   “What if he’s somehow back in with Nixon?”
 
   Scott ruffled his shaggy, dark hair. “It’s a chance we have to take.” He smoothed his moustache, blending it into his patchy beard, and put on the aviator sunglasses. “Wait for me before you get out.” He kissed her cheek, tugged her hat down lower, and stepped around the front of the truck.
 
   Miranda lifted her satchel onto her shoulder and, when Scott opened her door, let him help her out. A pain shot up her swollen legs as she stood. The cowgirl boots rubbed against her skin and clung to her calves so tightly she was afraid they were going to have to be cut off. She held the bag to her side, careful not to lose the manila folder of medical records they’d gone through so much trouble to get, and leaned against Scott as they made their way toward Michael’s office. 
 
   Plywood covered the broken windows and chunks of siding had been torn away. A high fence surrounded the postage-stamp lot and two armed guards monitored the flow of patients. 
 
   Miranda held her hand to her fluttering stomach when the infant rolled inside of her.
 
   “Are you all right?” Scott asked, keeping his head down. 
 
   Miranda swallowed the vomit rising in her throat. “I’ll be better when we know that I haven’t made a terrible decision.”
 
   Part of her wanted to turn around, to not have to face the truth, but when a third wave of cramps hit she knew she had no choice but to go inside.
 
   “Keep your head down.”
 
   They approached the gate and one of the guards put his rifle across the narrow opening. “Stop right there.”
 
   Miranda tightened her grip on Scott’s hand and glanced at him from under her hat. 
 
   “We’re here to see Dr. Waters,” he said, still looking down.
 
   “Eyes up and glasses off.”
 
   Scott scratched his scruffy beard and peeled away the aviators, squinting as he lifted his head toward the guard with his back to the sun. 
 
   “This one’s okay,” he said. “Randy, let this one through.”
 
   “What’d you say, Earl?”
 
   The larger guard repeated himself. “I said he’s okay to come through.”
 
   They were looking for signs of infection, the telltale white film Miranda had seen too many times at the center.
 
   “You, too,” Earl said. “Hat off.”
 
   Scott lifted Miranda’s hat. She angled her head in Earl’s direction, briefly meeting his icy stare before grabbing the fence and vomiting near the side of the gate.
 
   Scott set his hand on her back and rubbed the place where she had ached for the past two months from endless heaving. “She’s sick, man. Pregnant, not infected. She needs a doctor.” He put the glasses back on.
 
   Miranda spat and struggled to stand straight. “Please,” she said. “I’m exhausted.”
 
   Randy, the younger and smaller of the guards, waved them past. 
 
   Earl wrinkled his nose in disgust. “Rinse that with a bucket of water,” he said to Randy. 
 
   Miranda took a shallow breath to keep from throwing up again. 
 
   Scott pressed his lips to the top of her head and shifted her weight onto him. “I told you everything’s going to be fine.” He held out a red and white swirled candy.
 
   The strong peppermint filled her nose, sweetened her breath, and settled her nervous stomach as they went inside, so far unrecognized.
 
   A late-twenties man flipped through a water-stained magazine that was well over a year old. He looked up from his reading and smiled, but he seemed distracted, listening to what was going on behind closed doors. His gentle, green eyes held concern for whoever was inside the examination room with Michael. 
 
   Miranda lowered herself slowly in a chair next to Scott’s and rested her head on his shoulder. She closed her eyes and was startled when a young child howled in the examination room. The sudden jerking caused the infant inside of her to shift, and the movement made her queasy. She didn’t know how long she was going to be able to sit without finding something to be sick in.
 
   Scott set his hand on her stomach. “Hang in there.”
 
   His smile reassured her. 
 
   The examination room door opened and the man with the magazine stood up.
 
   A young boy ran across the waiting room and collapsed into his arms. His face was red from crying and there were fresh tears on the verge of spilling. 
 
   “Hey, kiddo. What do you have here?” The man lifted the boy’s sleeve. “You’re such a tough little man.”
 
   The boy showed his father the Spiderman bandage on his bicep and shied away from the doctor.
 
   Michael stood less than a foot away from Miranda and Scott and both of them lowered their heads. 
 
   “He’s going to be sore for a couple of days,” Michael said to the father. “Tetanus is a rough one so don’t be worried if you see some redness or swelling.”
 
   The boy put his thumb in his mouth and turned into his father’s chest. 
 
   The young mother, who had been organizing her tote in the exam room, ruffled the boy’s hair and thanked Michael for treating him.
 
   An armed guard escorted the family out. 
 
   “I guess that makes you next,” Michael said with a smile.
 
   Scott adjusted the hat on Miranda’s head and helped her out of the chair. She followed Michael into the examination room and when he pulled the stirrups out from the examination table, she vomited in the trash can. 
 
   “I can’t do this,” she said, sweating and clammy.
 
   Scott shut and locked the door. “You know you have to. I’m sorry.”
 
   “What’s going on here?” Michael made a move for the knife sheathed to his leg and Scott pulled his pistol.
 
   “Don’t move,” Scott said. “We’re not here to hurt you, at least not yet.”
 
   The stale air smelled of sour vomit, which made Miranda sick again. She took off the oversized hat, wiped her chin, and stared Michael down.
 
   Scott took off his glasses and tucked them in the breast pocket of the flannel. His pistol hand remained steady.
 
   Beads of sweat formed on Michael’s upper lip and his mouth hung open. “Miranda, is that you?” 
 
   His excited tone confused her. “Hello, Michael.” She ran her tongue across her teeth.
 
   “Scott?” Michael squinted. “What’s going on here?”
 
   “Miranda, go sit on the table,” Scott said.
 
    “I can’t,” she whispered, haunted by the memory of what happened at the center. A tear rolled down her cheek. 
 
   Michael handed her a tissue.
 
   Scott released the safety on the pistol. “You have some serious explaining to do.”
 
   “I know what you’re thinking,” Michael said.
 
   Scott cut him off. “You have no idea what I’m thinking. If you did, you’d be terrified. Why did you break into our house?”
 
   Miranda took the manila folder out of her bag and slid it across the counter. A sharp pain radiated through her stomach and she grabbed the edge of the examination table to keep from falling. The paper runner crinkled, and if the contraction hadn’t lasted so long, she would have stepped away.
 
    “Please, sit down,” Michael said.
 
   Scott stepped back and allowed Michael to help Miranda into a chair, but he didn’t lower the pistol.
 
   The baby kicked and Miranda started to cry. She buried her face in her hands and wept while Michael read her file.
 
   “I had no idea things had gone this far.”
 
   “So you did know?” Scott asked.
 
   “I know now.” Michael set the folder down and twisted the cap off a gallon jug sitting on a table of assorted medical supplies. He poured a glass of water and handed it to Miranda. “You have to believe me when I tell you I never intended anything bad to happen to you.”
 
   “How do we know that it has?” Miranda sipped the room-temperature water, finding it hard, with the nausea, to swallow. 
 
   “We don’t know what we’re dealing with unless you let me examine you, and even then, there’s so much I won’t know.” 
 
   Examine. The word struck fear in her. Sitting in the examination room, the full weight of her fear bore down on her and she wondered how she’d ever give birth.
 
   “Isn’t there any another way?” Scott asked.
 
   Michael thought for a minute. “There’s one, but…I…It’s too risky. I can’t.”
 
   Scott moved his finger to the trigger. “You owe us at least one.”
 
   Michael chewed his lower lip. “There’s a generator out back,” he said. “I run the office without power in part because of the gas shortage, but more because of the noise. There’s a horde not far from here, a detention center up on the hill got overrun. I could do an ultrasound, but it’d have to be fast and I don’t guarantee it’ll tell me what I need to know.”
 
   Scott agreed without hesitation.
 
   Miranda crossed her arms over her engorged breasts and sniffled. She imagined the infants at the Nixon Center with their piranha teeth and disfigured faces in grainy black and white, or worse, 3-D on an ultrasound monitor. 
 
   Scott lifted her chin and looked into her eyes. “I’m afraid, too,” he said. “But being afraid doesn’t change this. We have to know.” 
 
   The baby kicked, an affirmation of life each time Miranda felt it. “And if it’s one of them?”
 
   Both of them turned to Michael.
 
   Michael shifted his weight from one foot to the other and shook his head. “There’s no simple answer to that.”
 
   Miranda could see that he was either uncomfortable or withholding information.
 
   Scott stood, eye-to-eye with Michael. “Will you do the ultrasound?”
 
   The room fell silent while Michael contemplated his decision. 
 
   He caved, but Miranda could see his reluctance. “I will,” he said, “but only if you agree to stand guard with the others.”
 
   


 
   
  
 

CHAPTER 29
 
    
 
   Reid pulled open the door to the only cell with a padlock on it. He’d soldered a hasp to the metal frame for whomever, or whatever he might have to lock up. The widespread loss of power rendered the electronic locks useless. 
 
   “Get in there.” He shoved Penny through the door and set the lantern on the floor. 
 
   “Please, don’t hurt me.” Tears streamed down her face and tiny, red sores dotted the skin around her mouth, a local reaction to the Chloroform. 
 
   Reid took a blue and white cotton gown from the top drawer of a supply cart in the corner. “Here, put this on.” He threw it at her and it landed on the floor at her feet.
 
   She cried harder and crossed her arms over her chest. “I…”
 
   Reid slammed his palm against the bed. “I can’t take anymore crying. Put the goddamn gown on and get up there.” 
 
   Penny shook her head, refusing. 
 
   The dull headache, which had only just subsided, returned full-force, and his body tensed from the stress. “I’m not going to ask again.” He lifted her onto the bed, forced her wrists over her head, and fastened the first restraint.
 
   “No, please.” She resisted, but he easily overpowered her. He climbed on top of her and pinned her with his weight. “What are you doing? Please, stop. Please.” 
 
   He tightened the cuffs on both of her wrists and leaned in so his mouth nearly touched hers. Her eyes went wide as he slid down her body, pressing his broad chest to her breasts. He hadn’t realized how much he missed a female connection. He parted her legs and yanked her toward him until her arms were fully outstretched. 
 
   “No!” 
 
   “No, what?” Reid became hard and he pressed himself against her so she could feel it. It had been so long that he ached. “I had no idea it was you in that house. Small world, Penny. You’ve really thinned out.” He licked his lips and slipped off her left sock, just to watch her squirm. He fastened her ankles, one after the other, and took a long look. The sight of her spread-eagle, crying, and restrained nearly drove him over the edge. 
 
   “Please, I’m…” She drew her lips into a tight almost invisible line, stopping before she finished what could be a critical sentence.
 
   He raised one eyebrow. “You’re what?” Curiosity got the better of him. He slipped off her right sock and put the knife in her pant leg, sharp side facing up. He held the cuff of her jeans taut until the blade cut through the seams and ran the knife up the length of them. First one side fell away, and then the other. He pulled the pants out from under her and threw them on the floor.
 
   “Stop, please.” Snot ran from her nose as she cried.
 
   He cut away the oversized sweatshirt and she shivered, her body erupting in gooseflesh. Her delicate pink and white full-coverage bra and panties looked like they belonged on a much younger girl; a teen, perhaps, not yet comfortable in her womanly body. He traced a finger up her thigh and she fought to close her legs. Her high-pitched wails bordered on hysteria, and as he cut the right side of her underwear, she became even more frantic. 
 
   It was almost too good to be true. 
 
   She was a virgin.
 
   “This will only hurt for a minute.”
 
   He fashioned a gag out of gauze to stop her screaming. It wasn’t sex he was after.
 
   She squeezed her eyes shut and prayed.
 
   Reid laughed, looking for the perfect site to take what he needed. He pressed the knife’s tip to Penny’s thigh and cut away a dart of stretch-marked flesh. Blood dripped from his blade onto the dirty, white linoleum. Penny’s eyes flung open, her expression switching from absolute terror to terrible pain. 
 
   Reid held a fresh wad of gauze to the wound and rummaged, one-handed, for a suture kit.
 
   “Not quite a pound of flesh,” he said, preparing to close the wound. “But it’s a start.”
 
   


 
   
  
 

CHAPTER 30
 
    
 
   Zach Keller stood at the base of the Van Hoevenberg Trail, preparing to scale Mount Marcy and praying to find his ailing wife, Allison, alive at the other end of it. The photographs he had found at the center of the cabin near the summit were his only leads to where Nixon might be keeping her.
 
   A broken-down Saab with flat tires and the telltale rust of a car that hadn’t moved in a very long time sat alone in the parking lot outside the High Peaks Information Center. Zach noted the license plate and checked the trail register to see who it had belonged to. A family of five had signed in on March 21st, but had never signed out.
 
   He took a small hatchet from his backpack and double-checked the hunting knife sheathed to his leg. The marksman in him preferred to use a pistol, but he’d become adept at close combat over the past several months, doing everything he could to avoid noise. He bent down next to the Saab and wiped the dirt from the side-view mirror. The sun glinted off his scalp, visible through the thin covering of near-shaved, blond hair. He pulled on a black knit hat and withdrew a small compact of face paint from the pack’s side pocket. He smeared a brown base coat over his face, neck, and ears and applied vertical black and green lines to break up his features. The cover would be enough to at least hide him from anything human that might be looking. He moved carefully, but quickly along the well-worn hiker’s path and veered left of it as soon as he found a suitable entrance to the wooded area. 
 
   The tree trunks were dense and the boughs spread wide, decorated in scant, red, yellow, and orange leaves that he wished were lush and green. The thinning canopy and crunching of dry leaves underfoot made travelling silently almost impossible.
 
   The thick, waterproof paint felt like an itchy second skin. He lifted the folded edge of the knit cap to allow the breeze to dry his sweaty brow before pressing on. 
 
   A mile passed, maybe two, over terrain that inclined steadily, but never became steep. He remained vigilant for infected and surveyed the land for shelter in case of a storm. Off to the right, he caught sight of a faded trail marker visible through the trees that read, “Marcy Dam.” He cut across the patchy hiker’s trail, which was overgrown with weeds and found fast moving water, a sign that it was likely safe to drink. He took a sandwich bag from his pocket and dipped it deep below the water’s surface. There were no visible contaminants and he took a long, refreshing drink before continuing on a trail that veered to the right. The rockier terrain made it difficult to keep his balance and he moved slower through the next bit, mindful not to sprain his ankle. The top of his steel-toe boot pressed against a thick wrinkle of cotton and threatened to rub his leg raw. He stopped and adjusted his pant leg.
 
   A branch snapped in the distance.
 
   Instinct told him to call out, but common sense stopped him. If it was an infected, it wouldn’t answer. If it was human, he didn’t want it to. He hid behind a tree and looked in the noise’s direction. A red-breasted robin pecked at something syrupy beneath a patch of exposed soil. A squirrel scurried up a nearby tree and leapt to the next and another after that. The sound of distant, faster moving water held his attention, and for a brief moment, muted everything else. Another branch broke and fell through the thinning trees. It crashed to the ground and sent the bird flying. The flapping wings made him shudder. 
 
   “It’s just a squirrel,” he said and walked in the bird’s former direction.
 
   The familiar smell hit him just as he made it to the cleared space. Something caught his ankle and stopped him in his tracks. 
 
   A decaying hand wrapped its rotting fingers around his boot. He kicked to pull free and something tried to grab his other foot. An infected man, buried just beneath the dirt, struggled to bring him down. A ridge of horseshoe-shaped hair stuck out from the ground in tufts. His right eye had been burned, lid and all. The bird had pecked through the charred remains of the hollow orb and was eating what was left of the eye beneath the black crust. 
 
   “Get off of me.” Zach chopped at the infected man’s bandaged wrist with his hatchet and separated his hand from his body. A piece of blue fabric clung to the stump. 
 
   Zach stumbled backward, careful not to trip. Steel chains and spikes held the infected man in place, like some kind of zombie landmine. The man moaned, waving his severed arm and biting at the air. Zach kicked aside the top layer of dirt, exposing the familiar, blue intern’s lab coat. A faded badge secured to the collar with a rusting silver clip showed the face of a thirty-something, prematurely balding man. A pit formed in Zach’s stomach. The nametag read Ben Gardner, but he hadn’t doubted the man’s identity.  He remembered their first meeting in the Nixon Center lab clearly. Finding him, or what was left of him, meant he was on the right path. Something had changed drastically for Nixon to allow this to happen to his most valued scientist. Zach straddled Ben’s decomposing body, careful not to get bit. He dried his palms on his pants and breathed through his mouth as he lifted his hatchet over his head and thrust it down with all of his strength between Ben’s eyes. The crack of splitting bone sent two squirrels bounding through the treetops and dead leaves rained down on him. A black blob rose from the gaping wound and Ben’s flailing arms went still. Zach stepped away, wiped his blade on the mossy ground, and tried to make sense of the change in Nixon’s regime.
 
   


 
   
  
 

CHAPTER 31
 
    
 
   Foster startled awake and yanked the buds from his ears. It took him a minute to remember where he was. The living room smelled of burnt wood. The fire died out and the room had grown cold. A yellow glow seeped around the edges of the plywood covering the windows, and he realized he’d somehow managed to sleep, safely, until morning.
 
   He set the mp3 player aside, the battery now dead, and stretched. 
 
   “Penny?”
 
   The silence made his voice seem loud. He raked his fingers through his tangled hair and repositioned his glasses, which had never sat right. His stiff neck ached from sleeping with his head on a thick, decorative pillow. He twisted and a series of pops in his spine released the tension in his back. 
 
   “Penny, you up?”
 
   His socks were soaked with sweat from sleeping in the heavy, leather boots that didn’t breathe and that he didn’t take off for fear he’d unexpectedly have to run. He shook off the morning lethargy and picked the sleep from the corners of his eyes.
 
   “Penny?”
 
   He stuck his head inside the empty study where she’d sat going through the Halstead’s mementos. Volumes of photo albums stacked high on the desk. A knitted blanket pooled beside the office chair. The pair of emergency candles had burnt down to the nubs and white wax spilled from the candleholders onto the desk.
 
   “Penny, hello?” 
 
   Nothing in the kitchen had been moved since the previous night’s meal. The half-eaten can of potted meat sat on the table sealed in a plastic bag next to the plate of crackers, which hadn’t been touched.
 
   A terrible feeling set in. He checked the front door and found both the lock and the deadbolt secured, as well as the three boards, which had been screwed into place for good measure. If she left him, it wasn’t out that way.
 
   He went upstairs to check the bedrooms, wondering if somehow she was still asleep. The house was only so big.
 
   “Penny?”
 
   A cold breeze ruffled the thick master bedroom curtains. The comforter on the bed had been dragged nearly to the floor, as if in a struggle, and his pistol nested in the folds.
 
   “Shit.”
 
   He ran to the window and looked outside. There was no sign of Penny and his Jeep hadn’t moved. The wind died down and a sickening, sweet smell crept up his nostrils. He whiffed the air and pushed aside one of the floor-length drapes. A white, cotton rag with the words “Nixon Center” stamped in blue ink covered a container. He picked up the rag and found a bottle of chloroform.
 
   “You’ve got to be kidding me.”
 
   No matter how hard he tried to get away, everything came back to that place. He checked the pistol’s ammo and not a single bullet missing. Whatever happened to Penny must have caught her off-guard. 
 
   At least he knew where to find her.
 
    
 
   * * * * *
 
    
 
   The gauze dried Penny’s mouth and irritated her throat. She tried to force the gag out with her tongue, but Reid had tied it too tight. The wound in her thigh burned like a hot iron. She had no idea why he’d cut her, and though his crude suturing had stopped the bleeding, the work of it was almost too painful to be worth it. The thought of him all over on top of her, breathing into her mouth, and touching her, made her skin crawl, and she was terrified that when he came back, he’d take from her what she would never give him freely.
 
   A door slammed and she braced for his return.
 
   “Reid!” An unfamiliar male voice thundered down the hallway. “Max Reid, do you hear me?”
 
   Penny rattled her restraints, all except for the one on the wounded leg, which was too sore to move.
 
   “Help.” The gag muffled her words.
 
   She hadn’t been imagining things. Reid, who she’d once thought to be a pinnacle hunter, had enemies, and they had finally come for him. Doors opened and closed and she could tell from the noises they were getting closer. 
 
   “Help me, please.” She tried to chew through the gauze, to speak louder and more clearly, but the fiber was too dense to get through without scissors, and all that came out were muffled, unintelligible pleas.
 
   The infant, who had been quiet for some time, resumed crying. 
 
   “It’s coming from over there,” said a deeper voice.
 
   Penny twisted her arm and tried to slip her wrist form the restraints, but the buckles were fastened too tightly. The leather rubbed her skin raw and her elbow popped. 
 
   “Help. Somebody help me.”
 
   She tried to scream louder than the infant’s crying, but it was too late.
 
   A scuffle erupted in the hall. The men shouted at one another and something crashed. Whoever was looking for Reid had found him. 
 
   Tears streamed down Penny’s cheeks. These men were her only hope, and whether they killed or captured Reid, it left her alone, in the basement of an abandoned medical center which terrified her. It was easy to look back on what she’d done wrong. If she starved to death strapped to the table and gagged, she’d had a hand in sealing that fate. She should’ve never checked out the noise alone. She should have been better to Foster. She prayed for the chance to apologize.
 
   


 
   
  
 

CHAPTER 32
 
    
 
   The sun was hot at Scott’s back, the afternoon the warmest in over a month. He wiped the sweat from his forehead and took a break from the tireless pulling. The run-down, old generator behind Michael’s office was coated with dirt and refused to start. 
 
   Earl, the older and more muscular of the two guards, reloaded his rifle. He stood silently to Scott’s right and kept his attention focused on the main gate. 
 
   Randy, who didn’t look a day over twenty, leaned a ladder against the one-story office. He slung his rifle over his shoulder, climbed onto the roof, and looked at something in the distance.
 
   Scott followed his gaze.
 
   A run-down institution dominated the clearing at the top of the lowest nearby mountain. 
 
   “I have a bad feeling about this,” said Randy.
 
   Scott nodded, though his thoughts were inside, where his deepest, most painful fear was playing out for a second time. He unbuttoned the cuffs of his shirt and rolled them up to his elbows. “How long has it been since someone tested this thing?” 
 
   Earl adjusted his rifle and didn’t as much as glance in Scott’s direction. 
 
   It was a small thing, but Scott was already on-edge. He peeled off his sunglasses and squinted at Earl. “You have some kind of problem with me?” he asked. “If so, I’d like to know what it is. If we get ambushed I can’t say I feel safe with an enemy watching my back. You shouldn’t either.” The implication wasn’t subtle.
 
   Randy threw an acorn from the clogged gutter at Earl and it ricocheted off his chest. “Cut it out, would you?”
 
   Earl huffed out an annoyed breath. “Generators are a bad idea. They cost people their lives. We keep it quiet around here, and whatever you said or did to get the doc to agree to this, I hope it’s worth it.”
 
   Scott flexed his cramping hand, his fingers curled as if still around the starter handle. “Are you married?” he asked.
 
   Earl flashed the gold ring on his left hand. “Twenty-five years.”
 
   “And if your wife was pregnant and having complications, would you risk yourself to help her?”
 
   He nodded. “I have two grown boys out there that I haven’t heard from since The Collapse. We don’t know if they’re dead or alive.”
 
   Scott softened his tone and expression. “Then you understand why I have to do this.” 
 
    “Here, hold this.” Earl handed Scott his rifle and fidgeted with the carburetor, and then the spark plug. “Plug wire’s loose.” He tightened it and took back the gun. “Try it now.”
 
   Scott pulled the starter cable a final time and the generator roared to life. He took his pistol from its holster and followed Earl to the entrance gate, wishing he could be inside with Miranda. 
 
    
 
   * * * * *
 
    
 
   The office lights flickered and Michael promptly shut them off. “I need you to lie down on the table.” He pushed in the stirrups, pulled out the foot of the bed, and patted the paper runner for Miranda to take a seat.
 
   Miranda swallowed the lump in her throat, terrified the news was going to be bad. Sweat rolled down her sides and the sound of the generator rumbling outside made her already upset stomach feel sicker. She stepped up on the metal footstool and climbed onto the table. Her foot slipped and Michael grabbed her arm to steady her. She held onto his hand, unable to immediately let go.
 
   “This is going to be fine,” he said. “I’ll talk you through it.” 
 
   She found it hard to be at-ease with him, alone, and after all that had happened. She couldn’t imagine what Nixon promised him that was worth putting her through this. 
 
   The ultrasound machine booted up and she stared at the screen.
 
   She let out a slow breath and crossed her arms over her chest. For nearly seven months she’d told herself everything was fine and now, faced with an answer, she imagined the worst.
 
   “I need you to unbutton your dress and lie back,” Michael said.
 
   Miranda’s hands shook as she undid the buttons. The material fell open and a tiny lump moved across her stomach. 
 
   “This is going to be cold.” Michael squeezed a large pool of ultrasound jelly over her belly button. 
 
   She clamped down on both sides of the examination table with a white-knuckled grip and shivered.
 
   Michael moved the wand slowly left to right. The gel warmed almost instantly and became slippery on her hot skin. “I’m looking at the baby’s arms and legs. Here’s the head and spine.” He wiped the gel rolling down her side, scribbled something in her chart, and hit a button. 
 
   The printer whirred and spat out a picture. He repositioned the wand and printed again.
 
   Miranda listened to the familiar glug-glug of the fetal heartbeat coming through the machine. Whatever was inside of her was still alive. Her hands ached and she loosened her grip, wishing Scott were with her.
 
   “It’s a girl,” Michael said. “And as far as I can see, she’s perfect.”
 
   The words floated like reassurance in a dream and she couldn’t make herself believe them. She stared at the image of her daughter, head down and sucking her thumb. 
 
   “Placenta looks good, umbilical cord, too. She has a strong heartbeat. Nothing looks out of the ordinary.”
 
   Miranda sniffled. “How is that possible?” For as much as she had wanted news that her baby was normal and healthy, she spent all of her time obsessing over the worst case scenario. It was what she prepared for.
 
   “Looking over your file, my best guess is that the gene which prevents the infection from spreading stopped the virus from claiming her. That’s why Nixon wanted you. The virus spreads faster than the antiviral he made can kill it. Your daughter’s stem cells can stop that.”
 
   Miranda struggled to understand what he was saying. “Stem cells?”
 
   “Every type of blood cell begins as a stem cell. They’re like blanks. They can produce other blood cells that function as needed. Mostly we deal with stem cell therapy in bone marrow transplants for patients with leukemia or types of anemia. Nixon saw beyond that.”
 
   “So, you’re saying that my daughter isn’t infected?”
 
   Michael shook his head. “Not exactly.”
 
   A gunshot went off and the ultrasound monitor went black. The generator cut out and for a single, heart-pounding moment there was absolute silence.
 
   A thud came at the side of the building and quick footsteps pattered overhead as someone ran across the roof.
 
   Michael stuffed a wad of tissues into Miranda’s hand and tossed the ultrasound pictures into her file. “Stay here.” 
 
   Miranda froze, panicked by the thought of losing Scott. 
 
   “Miranda, did you hear me?”
 
   She closed her hand around the tissues and tried to breathe as an unfamiliar tightness spread through her chest. “Scott.” 
 
   Michael unsheathed his knife. “I’m going to help him. Clean yourself up and lock the door behind me.”
 
   A second gunshot sounded, and then a third.
 
   Michael took off and slammed the exam room door behind him.
 
   The tissues crumbled and stuck to Miranda’s skin as she hurriedly wiped the gel from her stomach.  She slid down off the table and crouched as low to the floor as she could manage. A hail of gunfire rained down outside. The familiar sound of Scott’s pistol rang out over the others. It was a sign that he was alive and fighting. She’d take what she could get. She buttoned her dress, locked the exam room door, and waited for the shooting to stop.
 
   


 
   
  
 

CHAPTER 33
 
    
 
   Reid stared down the barrels of two pistols and a shotgun. The men on the other side of them reminded him of himself a year before: blue uniforms, clean-shaven, and crew haircuts, though he had been bald. They exuded rigor and purpose and he didn’t need to ask who had sent them. He knew it was Nixon and wondered what kind of men would walk past strung up corpses to complete a mission. 
 
   The largest of the guards, Brett, called the shots.  
 
   “Drop your weapon.” Brett advanced his pistol to an inch from Reid’s head to emphasize his point.
 
   Adrenaline coursed through Reid and urged him to run. He scanned the room for a way out and assessed the competition. Two of the guards were smaller than him and Brett was about the same size. He weighed whether he could put all three down before any of them fired and decided that no, he could not. He was cornered, outnumbered, and a fist-fight with men, who appeared better fed and more rested than he was, seemed too big a risk. 
 
   Sometimes, the little things gave the biggest advantage.
 
   Reid set his pistol down and sighed.
 
   Brett kicked the gun across the floor and under a cabinet, well out of anyone’s reach. “Dr. Nixon would like a word with you.” 
 
   “What does he want?” Reid asked, though he was almost certain he knew the answer. Too much time had passed with him in hiding and there’d been no leads on Miranda. 
 
   Brett looked to one of the other guards who bore a distinct, jagged scar from the corner of his right eye to his chin; the kind of scar that came from rough bar brawls. Broken bottles made excellent weapons and Reid had several friends with almost identical markings. 
 
   “Corey, did Nixon tell you what he wanted with this sack of shit?” Brett laughed and shook his head. “What the doc wants with you is his business. I’m just here to see it gets handled. Nate, what’s going on over there?”
 
   Nate looked over his shoulder at the infant swaddled in the bassinette. 
 
   Reid had placed one of the plastic covers from the Neonatal Intensive Care Unit over him to muffle the sounds of his crying. 
 
   “You know how we handled traitors when I was inside?” Brett asked.
 
   Brett’s cold stare said he enjoyed his work. Nixon had an affinity for ex-cons and Reid wondered just what this man had done to earn his good graces. 
 
   “I have an idea.”
 
   The baby’s crying escalated in pitch and became constant.
 
   “What’s its problem?” Corey asked.
 
   Reid shrugged. “My guess, he’s hungry.”
 
   Nate lowered his shotgun and moved closer to the bassinette. He scratched the side of his head where the shorn, brown hair met a red ridge that told of recent stitches. The group’s injuries formed a picture that Nixon might have patched them up.
 
   Nate peered through the small door on the side of the bassinette cover. “What the hell? Brett, take a look at this.”
 
   Brett shoved Reid against the wall. “Don’t move. You hear me? Corey, keep an eye on him.”
 
   Brett wandered over to the bassinette and peered through the plastic lid. “What am I looking at?” He scrunched up his face and looked disgusted.
 
   Reid watched, waited, and refused to warn them.
 
   “Grab an end, would you?” Brett took one side of the bulky covering and Nate took the other. Corey, whose hands were shaking, chewed his lower lip until it bled.
 
   They lifted the lid and the boy whiffed the air as Nate and Brett closed in. He blinked his cloudy eyes and stopped crying.
 
   “Is it blind or something?” Nate moved the swaddling blanket to get a better look and the infant clamped on to his hand with his teeth.
 
   “What the fuck?” Nate recoiled and stumbled into Brett whose eyes went wide with shock. He shook the boy loose with such force it unwrapped him from his blanket. Blood rimmed the infant’s mouth and a chunk of flesh peeked out from between his lips. The bite had been deep enough to expose muscle.
 
   Nate held his hand up and inspected the jagged wound. Blood ran down his arm and turned the navy blue sleeve of his shirt black. 
 
   “What the hell is that thing?” Brett shouted at Reid.
 
   Reid refused to answer. He watched and waited for his opportunity.
 
   Nate’s face twisted in pain. He wrapped his arm over his stomach and vomited at Brett’s feet. 
 
   Brett moved back to avoid the spray. Nate vomited again. Fetid chunks of food splashed on the tile floor, and then, with the last bout of retching, bright red blood.
 
   “Help me.” 
 
   “What the fuck is going on?” Corey lowered his gun and stepped quickly away.
 
   Reid watched the effects of the virus and wondered how these guys, who worked for, and were sent by Nixon, didn’t understand what it was they were dealing with. 
 
   Nate coughed and gasped, expirating a fine mist of blood in all directions. The telltale white film came on fast and masked his dark brown irises. Reid had never seen such a fast reaction and wondered if something about the virus in the boy was different, stronger.
 
   Nate staggered around the room, vomiting and groaning. He collapsed to his knees and blood spilled from his ears and mouth.
 
   The others looked on in horror, and when Reid was certain they were distracted, he charged Corey and stole his pistol.
 
   “Get out of the way.” Reid checked that the safety was off.
 
   Brett turned to shoot at Reid and Nate, now fully infected, ran at him.
 
   Reid leveled the pistol and fired three rounds into Nate’s head. The holes formed a near-perfect triangle and Nate fell instantly at Brett’s feet.
 
   Brett stared, stunned, and Reid knew he had the upper hand.
 
   “Two against one, I’ll take those odds.” He held the gun steady and with purpose. “Put the gun down,” he said to Brett who was shaken from the attack. “Now.” 
 
   “What the hell is that thing?” Corey asked.
 
   Brett backed farther away from the bassinette, his eyes fixed on Nate’s body which was rapidly bleeding out. The puddle spread to an inch from his boots, but he refused to be disarmed. “Nixon wants you brought in. You’re coming with us.”
 
   Reid fired a notice round, landing the bullet in the wall an inch to Brett’s right. The sound echoed in the empty basement and the room fell silent.
 
   Brett ducked and there was a moment of visible self-assessment as he contemplated if he’d been hit. “What the fuck d’you do that for?”
 
   “Consider yourself warned. I’m coming with you,” Reid said, picking up the screaming infant. “But on my terms, not yours.”
 
   


 
   
  
 

CHAPTER 34
 
    
 
   The generator noise called down the horde from the juvenile detention center. Thirty or so infected teenagers shambled out of the surrounding woods. Snapping branches in the distance heralded the coming of more. 
 
   “Look out!” Scott knelt on the lid of a dumpster and aimed at the dark-haired, infected girl heading for Michael. Long dreds of matted hair hung in front of her sallow face and her opaque, white eyes appeared devoid of thought or life. Her whole body jerked back and forth as she tried to run with her right knee broken and bent outward.
 
   Michael spun around and grabbed the girl’s hair. He thrust his long knife blade into her neck and pulled until she was nearly decapitated. A sharp twist broke her spinal column and her body collapsed at his feet. He let go of the head and wiped his hands on his blood-spattered pants.
 
   “Where’s Miranda?” Scott jumped down from his perch.
 
   “She’s fine. She’s locked in an exam room. Help me get the gate.” 
 
   Scott’s fear for her safety propelled him forward. 
 
    “Hurry!” Earl’s muscles strained the fabric of his white, cotton t-shirt as he shoved the chain link gate against a dozen infected. Randy fired off several rounds with his rifle, taking out the infected closest to Earl.
 
   Michael beat Scott to the gate. He wedged his steel-toed boot against its base and grabbed the dangling chain with one hand. He held his knife tight in the other. “Get back!” He stabbed a late-teens boy through the center of his forehead. The bone crunched as he twisted the blade and then pulled it free. The boy’s body fell and the others climbed over it, undeterred. The gate rattled and threatened to collapse as the gunshot drew more of the undead delinquents.
 
   “Stop shooting!” Michael reached for the padlock hanging on the fence. His shaking hand knocked it to the ground.
 
   Scott tried to get the lock and one of the undead grabbed his wrist from under the gate. The infected boy’s hand was icy, his flesh thin to the bone. Scott tried to move, to scream, but all he could think of was leaving Miranda, alone and pregnant. 
 
   Randy raced down the ladder and across the lawn. Earl forced the horde back, holding the security chain and slamming his body against the fence repeatedly. Michael brought down the heel of his boot on the hand holding Scott’s wrist and it snapped. “Pull it together!” he shouted in a drill sergeant tone. 
 
   Scott handed Michael the lock, which he promptly ran through the chain and fastened. 
 
   The horde kept coming. A wall of fingers and hands formed through the grate of the chain link fence, the smaller hands coming through up to their forearms. 
 
   Scott drew his pistol and fired blindly, aiming at head height. Several bodies dropped, but there were too many, even with Randy and Earl taking up arms alongside of him. 
 
   Michael waved his hands for the shooting to stop. “We can’t do this. There are too many of them and not enough ammo.”
 
   “Think we can wait them out?” Scott asked.
 
   Michael shrugged. “I don’t know, but we need time to come up with a plan. Come on.” He ran into the clinic with the others not far behind.
 
   The fence rattled loud enough to be heard after the front door of Michael’s office slammed shut and was barricaded. 
 
   Scott followed Michael down the hall to the closed examination room Miranda was holed up in.
 
   Michael knocked. “Miranda, open the door.” 
 
   She didn’t answer, but Scott could hear her crying. “Come on, honey. Open up.” He looked at Michael. “Something’s wrong.”
 
   “Miranda, come on. Unlock the door.” Michael said again.
 
   Scott waved his arms, shooing the others away. “Move.” Earl, Randy, and Michael backed up. “Miranda, get away from the door. I’m coming in.” Scott aimed his kick so that it landed right beneath the doorknob. There was a loud crack, but the door didn’t open. He let out a frustrated growl and kicked it again, trying to hit the same spot. The jamb splintered and the door flew open, smashing into the cabinets behind it. 
 
    
 
   * * * * *
 
    
 
   A loud crack echoed as the door busted inward.
 
   Miranda could hear Scott screaming her name, but she was in too much pain to answer. The dirty, tile floor cooled her sweaty cheek and kept her mind off the hot flash coursing through her. She pulled her knees as far toward her chest as she could and tried to ignore the warm wetness beneath her.
 
   Scott got down on his knees next to her and brushed her dark hair away from her face. “Baby, what’s wrong? What happened?”
 
   Her ears rang from the noisy shots and the baby tossed inside of her. She swallowed and tightened her arms around her engorged belly. “Contractions,” she whispered.
 
   Scott set his hand on the floor near her and quickly pulled it away. Liquid dripped from his fingers. “Michael, get over here.”
 
   “We have to get her on her back.” Michael said. “I can’t tell what’s going on without examining her.”
 
   “No, please.” Miranda protested weakly.
 
   Scott rolled her onto her back and cradled her head in his lap. “You have to trust him.”
 
   Michael struggled to help her undress. “I have to see if your water has broken, Miranda.”
 
   She pulled her knees tight together in protest of Michael’s prying. “It’s not my water,” she said. “It was an accident.” She lowered her head, embarrassed. The pressure of the baby’s weight on her bladder made her incontinent, a fact she’d managed to keep hidden from Scott until now.
 
   Michael smelled his wet hand. 
 
   “I’m telling the truth,” Miranda said, breathing through the last of the pain. Just having Scott with her was calming enough that the stress-induced contractions stopped. Michael rinsed his hands under the faucet and sighed. “Did you tell him she’s all right?” She looked up at Scott and managed a weak smile.
 
   Scott’s eyes teared up. “The baby is a girl?”
 
   Michael nodded. “A healthy, normal little girl. Earl, can you and Randy check to see how the gate’s holding up?” He waited for them to leave before continuing. “Listen, when you asked what I knew about Nixon’s research, I was telling the truth. I didn’t know what I know now. Going through Miranda’s chart, I can see what Nixon thought would happen with this pregnancy and I’m not entirely sure he’s wrong. Miranda’s genetic deficiency offset the virus, prevented it from taking over the fetus which is, essentially, human.”
 
   “Essentially?” Miranda didn’t like the connotation. 
 
   “Blood doesn’t pass between the mother and the fetus during delivery except for in rare cases, but it can happen. If I’m right and the virus exists, even latent, in the baby… Miranda’s only a carrier for the deficient gene. She’s not immune to the virus.”
 
   Michael had Scott’s attention. “So, what are you saying?” Miranda felt his muscles tense as he shifted her position.
 
   “I’m saying there’s a possibility Miranda can be infected during delivery.”
 
   Miranda pushed herself up so that she was sitting. A heavy ache spread through her groin and her eyes filled with tears. “Can’t you do something?” Scott helped her to her feet and she found herself eye-to-eye with Michael, who was bent over with his head hung low. 
 
   “There’s one thing, but…” Michael loaded up a medical kit with supplies from the exam room.
 
   “But what?” Scott snapped.
 
   Randy appeared in the doorway, red-faced and sweating. “We have to go. The gate’s almost down.”
 
   “But what?” Miranda asked.
 
   “It means going back to Strandville.” 
 
   


 
   
  
 

CHAPTER 35
 
    
 
   Alone in the woods, guilt-ridden and dying, it had taken everything Allison had to leave Ben behind. Whatever had happened to him was like something out of a horror movie, and though she was glad to be free, it had come at too great a cost.
 
   The cold and wet made it almost impossible to walk. The frostbite on her toes had advanced and the pins and needles sensation bordered on unbearable. She rubbed her hands together to make heat from friction and applied them to her bare, blackening skin. Her feet were numb and she could hardly feel her hands against them. She left the wet slipper socks off, certain the moisture was doing more harm than good, and continued to search for someplace to die in peace and with dignity. A strong breeze blew through the alley of thin and bare trees, and she took shelter against one of the few with the girth enough to shield her. She slid down the coarse bark, which scraped her back through the thin cotton shirt, and closed her eyes.
 
   “You have to keep moving.” She rolled onto her hands and knees. The lead-weight of her limbs, weakened by long-term illness and fluctuating treatments, made it hard to stand, but she managed. She took a thick, broken branch off the forest floor to help her walk. Each step hurt more than the last. Her fever returned and when she saw the red, hiker’s backpack, she was certain it was a hallucination.
 
   “Hello?” She called out and her voice returned in echo.
 
   Leaves rustled and she listened, the sound seemingly all around her. 
 
   “Hello, is someone out there?” 
 
   She stumbled ahead, the walking stick bending under her slight weight, but not breaking.
 
   “Does anyone hear me?”
 
   Up ahead through the trees, several yellow rain slickers came into view. The people wearing them were hunched over, two of the five of them with large hiking packs strapped to their backs. 
 
   “Hello?”
 
   None of them responded. 
 
   She moved closer and the gnashing of teeth locked her in place. 
 
   A young doe convulsed on a bed of brown leaves at the feet of a group of hikers who picked it over like carrion birds.
 
   The smallest of the group, a young boy wearing full rain gear and with his hood up, was the first to lift his head. Fur and flesh dripped from his teeth and blood smeared his small chin. His eyes, two white orbs sunk deep into his emaciated face, stared blankly in her direction. 
 
   She covered her mouth to stifle her scream and took a step back. The crunching leaves under her bare feet caught a woman’s attention. She snapped her head around and her white eyes, the same as the boy’s and Ben’s, locked immediately on Allison. 
 
   “Help!” Allison ran, despite her pain and the numbness in her feet. Her heart raced, and though she wanted to collapse, this run was for her life. “Help!” Even if it were one of Nixon’s men who heard her, she welcomed the rescue. 
 
   The group of five moved in a hunting pack that, while not fast, was undeterred by the rugged landscape. 
 
   Allison looked over her shoulder at the approaching family of hikers shuffling through the leaves with their arms outstretched and bloody mouths open. Their uneven gaits had them teetering as they attempted to run and she could see, as they stumbled and recovered, that they were driven to close the distance. 
 
   Behind them, the deer somehow pulled through. It struggled to its feet, a window to its organs chewed through its fur, and ran despite its injury. Only when it circled back, lapping Allison and the others, had she noticed its eyes, too, were white.
 
   “Help!”
 
   “Allison?”
 
   Part of her believed that it was the fever deluding her, but she played along. If she died hallucinating Zach holding her, it was all the peace she needed. 
 
   “Zach? Help.”
 
   She heard his footsteps, but didn’t immediately see him.
 
   “Allison, where are you?”
 
   She couldn’t believe he was there. “Over here.”
 
   The adult male of the group had gained ground and was close enough for her to smell the rot on him. 
 
   “Help.”
 
   Zach came around like a blur, the sun gleaming off the blade of a hatchet lifted it over his head. “Watch out!”
 
   He buried the blade deep into the man’s skull and twisted. The bone split apart and brain spilled from the wound.
 
   Zach reached down and unsheathed the knife strapped to his leg. “Here, take this.” 
 
   Allison held the heavy hunting knife firmly in her hand.
 
   “If any of them get near you, go for the head!”
 
   The four remaining members of the pack, the woman and three children, continued their chase.
 
   Zach choked up on the wooden hatchet and swung at the eldest boy’s neck. The blade crunched when it hit his spinal column and his gangly body dropped. A pool of blood spilled from the wound and still, he tried to stand up. Zach quickly recovered his blade and delivered the killing blow.
 
   He dispatched the mother next, splitting her head as he had the father’s, but not before the smallest of the group, the boy who was the first to see Allison, made his way to her.
 
   He growled and showed his bloody teeth, but the closer he got, the less interested he seemed. 
 
   Allison held her breath, the rotten smell rolling off the boy making her nausea worse.
 
   The boy whiffed the air in her direction, and then Zach’s. 
 
   She tried to keep steady, but her leg muscles burned, and the shivering nearly brought her to her knees. She couldn’t run, not even for her life, and as she lifted the blade, her heart racing, the boy took off darting in Zach’s direction.
 
   “Zach!”
 
   A gunshot rang through the woods and the young boy dropped. Blood gushed from a perfectly round wound in his forehead. Another shot and the last of the pack went down. Allison gasped, checking, first to see if Zach was hurt, and then looking for the shooter.
 
   “Allison, are you all right?” Zach ran toward her, his green eyes electric through the sweat-streaked camouflage paint on his face. “Oh God, no.” A pained expression crossed his face and she could see his anguish even with her blurred vision. 
 
   Her legs gave out and she collapsed into a shivering pile on the forest floor, narrowly missing the blade of the knife, which fell from her hand on the ground under her.
 
   Zach ripped off his back pack and tore open the wrapper of the silver blanket which he promptly wrapped around her. “Please, no.” He held her close, rocking her against his broad chest. She let her eyelids close, savoring for a brief moment the warmth and comfort of being back in the arms of the man she loved. He held his lips to her forehead and smoothed her hair back from her face. “I won’t let this take you,” he whispered, sniffling. 
 
   She opened her eyes and saw three men standing over them. One of them was Max Reid.
 
   “Sometimes,” Reid said, “You don’t get a choice.” 
 
   


 
   
  
 

CHAPTER 36
 
    
 
   “We’re going to need supplies.” Michael sorted through the cabinets and drawers of the small exam room.
 
   Miranda couldn’t imagine how he could be so calm and calculated when her own head was spinning. She tried to block out the moans of the growing horde just outside the fence. 
 
   “Scott, pass me that bag.”
 
   Scott handed Michael the empty, paisley satchel they’d used to smuggle in Miranda’s chart. Michael put the manila folder, disposable pads, forceps, clamps, scissors, and a sterile scalpel inside it.
 
   The glimmering metal through the window of the sterile package heightened Miranda’s anxiety. “What’s that for?”
 
   Michael added several prescription bottles and sterile water to the sack, filling it to capacity. “Don’t worry about what I’m doing. This stuff is just in case.” He looked to Scott. “You have to keep her calm. Stress will bring on premature labor.” He said it under his breath, but not so low that Miranda couldn’t hear him. “Deep breaths.” Michael hoisted the bulky bag of supplies onto his shoulder and smiled reassuringly. He hooked his arm through Miranda’s and held her hand tenderly enough to convey that everything would be all right as long as he was there. “Let’s get you out of here.” 
 
   Scott moved around her other side to help.
 
   Dangling between the two large men, her arms held higher than comfortable and out to her sides, Miranda felt like a woman crucified. A new, stretching pain burned down her torso. She wriggled free of Michael’s hold and leaned into Scott. “I’ll be all right,” she said, defying the pinching cramps in her legs.
 
   Michael set the bag down and withdrew the knife from his sheath. He turned to Randy and Earl, who were both standing at the door, staring at Miranda with a piteous look that made her feel like bait. Though neither of them said it, she was sure they were both thinking that in the event their escape plan failed, she’d be the easiest take-down and they’d get away with their lives.
 
   “So how are we going to do this?” Scott asked.
 
   The metallic rattling of chain link rang through the boarded up windows. Miranda’s heart hammered as she peered through a peek-hole cut in the plywood covering the sidelight window. The weight of the aggressing horde had all but collapsed the gate. The undead bodies piled on top of each other, clawing to break through. She held her hand to her stomach, the nervousness magnifying her nausea and causing the baby to squirm. Tension knotted every muscle and the fear of labor made it worse. She tried to repress the anxiety, to be calm the way Michael had instructed, but instinct won out, leaving her terrified. The urine-soaked fabric of her dress clung to her bare legs, and if she wasn’t afraid for their lives, she might have been embarrassed. 
 
   “I’ll go out first.” Randy, the smaller, younger of the guards, reloaded his rifle. He wiped the sweat from his brow, narrowly catching it before it rolled into his squinted, hazel eyes. “I’ll distract them until Earl can get through the fence.”
 
   Miranda noted Randy’s hands shaking and tried to manage a supportive smile.
 
   Earl slung his rifle strap over his shoulder, opened a coat closet to the right of the barricaded front door, and withdrew a large pair of bolt cutters. 
 
   “You have the keys?” Randy’s voice quivered. He cleared his throat and took a deep breath.
 
   Earl showed him the key and the remote entry fob hanging from a lanyard inside of his shirt. “Right here.”
 
   A look of concern washed over Michael’s face as Randy hesitantly cleared the horizontal board from in front of the door. “You don’t have to do this,” he said.
 
   “I’m faster than he is,” Randy said, pointing at Earl. “This has always been the plan.”
 
   Miranda put her eye back to the peek hole. The tie wires holding the chain link mesh to the top of the gate had caved under the driving force of the infected, and the gate’s center sagged. 
 
   Michael nudged her gently aside. “If you’re sure you’re okay with this,” he said to Randy, “it’s time to go.”
 
   Randy removed the lumber barricading the door and unlocked the dead bolt. “I’m positive,” he said, looking at Earl. “He has a wife and a family out there. Me, no one will miss.”
 
   Earl grabbed Randy’s shoulder. “Don’t talk like that. Don’t even think for one minute I’m leaving you out there.”
 
   “Wait.” Scott held his pistol out to Randy. “It’s lighter and faster than your rifle and you’re going to need the ammo.” He handed him a back-up clip. 
 
   “Thank you.” Randy gave him his rifle and opened the front door.
 
   The growls magnified and Miranda covered her ears to avoid hearing the terrifying sounds that immediately recalled memories of the center. 
 
   Randy darted across the leaf-covered front lawn. He opened fire and the eager horde, attracted to the sound, intensified in their collective effort to get at him. 
 
   Earl used the distraction to make his way to the side yard and disappeared from view.
 
   Scott closed the door and rubbed his hand up and down Miranda’s back which she found more annoying than soothing. “What’re the chances they’re going to make it?” he asked.
 
   Michael honed the edge of his blade with a small sharpening stone. “No better or worse than ours.”
 
   The rapid gunfire accelerated and Miranda cowered, leaning against the wall for fear that her legs were about to give out. The extra weight of the pregnancy, the toll of food deprivation, and the strain of months of exhaustion made her an unlikely survivor. 
 
   “It’s going to be all right,” Scott insisted, but Miranda couldn’t bring herself to believe him. She sniffled and wiped at her tears. 
 
   Michael leaned forward, and after looking out over the melee, stepped back with a pleased grin. “Earl made it.”
 
   A series of long horn blasts replaced the rapidly firing pistol. 
 
   Michael opened the clinic door in time for Miranda to see Randy running full-out toward them. 
 
   “Get ready,” he shouted.
 
   Michael took Miranda’s arm and she could tell from his hard stare that he meant business. “Earl’s going to be here in a matter of seconds. You be ready to run.”
 
   Earl took several laps with the truck, a white Yukon with black tinted windows, plowing through the infected and tossing them aside with the enormous chrome grill guard.
 
   “You ready?” Michael asked.
 
   Randy reached the front stoop and was huffing and panting.
 
    Before Miranda could even answer, the Yukon barreled through the weakened gate. The large tires carved deep furrows into the soft front lawn and the grill guard cast aside the fastest of the advancing infected as the truck plowed into them. Blood spattered the hood.
 
   A teenage boy darted for Michael and was dispatched with a single thrust of the knife into his head. “Get her out of here,” he shouted.
 
   Scott grabbed Miranda’s sweaty hand and nearly pulled her off her feet, dragging her in the direction of the large, white truck now parked directly in front of them. 
 
   Earl lowered the window, shouting but almost inaudible over the escalating commotion. “Get in!” 
 
   Randy threw open the passenger’s side front and rear doors. He took the passenger’s seat and immediately rolled down the window, hanging out of it and shooting anything that came close to reaching Scott and Miranda. 
 
   Everything was a blur. Blood, brains, limbs, and the snarls of a mob of ravenous, infected teens charging at them. Miranda ran, despite the excruciating pain, and when she neared the truck, she wasn’t even sure she was breathing.
 
   “Hurry!” Michael herded them into the rear door and climbed in, slamming the door behind them. 
 
   Randy moved back inside and Earl closed the windows. “Hang on!” He revved the engine and Miranda braced herself for the inevitable lurching forward that came when he let off the brake, plowing through and over the undead bodies.
 
   She closed her eyes, breathing to calm her nerves. 
 
   “We need to take our truck,” Scott said. “Pull up to it,” he said.
 
   “Are you crazy?” Michael asked. “We can’t just let you out.”
 
   Randy chimed in. “We nearly died back there. If we stop, who knows what’ll happen?”
 
   Scott insisted. “And if she goes into labor? The truck is full of the baby’s things. We need them unless you have supplies for a newborn infant somewhere.”
 
   “Pull up to the truck,” Michael said. “I’ll cover you.” He took a pistol from under the seat and lowered the window enough to shoot.
 
   The Yukon stopped less than a foot away from the Ford. Scott flung open the door and hurried Miranda between the vehicles. 
 
   The pain in her ankles nearly had her collapse, but Scott lifted her into the truck and locked the door. The Yukon backed up, and as Scott ran around the driver’s side, Michael picked off two more infected. One landed behind the Ford’s rear tire and Scott backed over it as he took off after the others.
 
   “Are you all right?” Scott reached for her shaking hand.
 
   “I’m fine,” she said, but as they drove away from the chaos, heading toward Strandville, she wondered for how long she would be. 
 
    
 
   


 
   
  
 

CHAPTER 37
 
    
 
   Foster pulled into the desolate parking lot of the abandoned Nixon Center and an unsettled feeling gnawed his gut. It’d been months since he’d last been there and, even though he expected the worst, the deterioration was startling. Bodies hung from the lighting, warning him to keep out. The fall breeze carried the smells of smoke and decomposing flesh through the automatic lobby doors, which had been propped open and stayed that way for a lack of power. He took a last deep breath before walking inside. A fetid odor filled his nose and remained trapped, even after he blew snot from either nostril. Gray ash covered the floor, and in it, were dozens of footprints and black swirls he couldn’t immediately identify. Crimson and brown droplets of blood, some dried and some fresh, dotted a trail that indicated dragging.
 
   He prayed the blood wasn’t Penny’s, but even if it were, there wasn’t enough to indicate her wounds had been mortal.  
 
   “Penny?” He swept the pistol back and forth and waited for Reid to show himself. 
 
   No one else would be sick enough to haunt these halls.
 
   Foster walked past Ambulatory Surgery and wrinkled his face, disgusted by the pile of bones and incinerated flesh from the sub-human bonfire he assumed was Reid’s attempt at dealing with both the virus and the stench.
 
   “Penny?”
 
   The blood trail led him through the glass atrium and to a closed examination room door. He set his hand on the lever-style knob and he paused, fearful of what was on the other side. 
 
   “Penny, are you in there?”
 
   He pushed the handle down and the door swung open, releasing a cloud of stench so thick and terrible that it made him vomit. A half-naked female corpse with a strangely familiar face sat slumped against the wall. The amount of blood made it hard to tell what had happened to her, and the smell made it impossible to look too long. He pulled the door shut and backed away, smacking his mouth at the sour taste which coated his tongue.
 
   “Penny?”
 
   He followed the most travelled path to the open elevator shaft and looked in. The basement was nearly dark except for a small puddle of light that leaked down from the atrium and gleamed off the silver metal of an extension ladder, which had been knocked or intentionally taken down.
 
   “Penny, are you here?”
 
   Other than the footprints, there was no sign of Reid or anyone else. Foster began to wonder if maybe Penny had been taken elsewhere. 
 
   “Hello?” He tilted his head and listened, wondering if he had heard a faint noise in return, or if the silence was playing tricks on him. 
 
   He assessed the depth of the hole and the likelihood of Penny being down there. The chances seemed good, considering the ladder. Dropping down all but guaranteed an injury he couldn’t afford and he looked for another way. 
 
   He went through Ambulatory Surgery to the recovery unit at the back. Gurneys, once lined up in neat rows behind the privacy curtains, littered the room, some knocked over. Blood spattered the walls and a few spare body parts rotted on the floor. He kicked a finger aside and pressed his ear to a supply cabinet door, listening for noise before opening it.
 
   He turned the handle and grabbed an entire stack of bed sheets, which he knotted together. He carried the makeshift rope to the elevator shaft and dropped the line down the hole, testing to make sure it was long enough. To the left of the elevator, a metal bench was anchored to the floor with bolts. He tied the rope off, and though it shortened it some, it was enough to get him to within a safe dropping distance. He tucked his pistol away to free up his hands and slid a flashlight into his waistband. He slowly descended, and when the floor became visible, let go. His boots hit with a loud clap that echoed up the shaft and down the hall. He waited for the echo to stop, and when no one appeared to attack him, he turned on the light and moved down the hall toward where the infected were once held. 
 
   A padlocked door immediately caught his attention and he shined the light through the window. Penny was asleep inside, strapped down to a gurney. A jagged wound, crudely sutured and caked with dried blood, extended down her bare thigh. Her clothes lay cut away on the floor and a gauze gag was tied in her mouth which hung slightly open. 
 
   “Penny!” He pounded the door and her eyes popped open. She pulled at her restraints and he held up his hand. “I’ll be right in.”
 
   He looked around for something to pry the hasp, and finding nothing, stepped a safe distance away to shoot it. He took a well-placed shot, pressed his hand to his ringing ears, and ran inside to free Penny.
 
   “Thank God,” he said. “When I woke up and you were gone, I was sure…” He took out his pocket knife, cut the gag, and tossed it aside. 
 
   Penny sniffled and started to cry. She turned her face away from him as he unfastened the first wrist restraint. A scarlet pink, deeper than that of her bra and underwear, blushed her cheek. He unfastened her other wrist, helped her sit up, and looked around for something to cover her with. Finding her clothes destroyed, he picked up the blue and white cotton gown pooled at the foot of her bed. “Here,” he covered her up. “You look like you’re freezing.” He started to take off his sweatshirt to give to her and she drew him close. 
 
   “I’m so sorry,” she said between sobs. 
 
   “For what?” He rubbed her bare back and rested his head against hers.
 
   The question seemed to make her cry harder.
 
   “I was awful to you. I’m so sorry. I was afraid I wasn’t going to get the chance to tell you.”
 
   He pressed his lips to her cheek, tasting the saltiness of her tears, and stroked her hair. “You weren’t that bad,” he said, jokingly. “I came looking for you, didn’t I?”
 
   She let out a chuckle, sniffled, and wiped her nose on the gown. 
 
   He waited until she was calm before letting go of her, and then freed her ankles. “Let’s get you out of here. Can you walk?” He helped her to her feet, and then into the gown which he tied in the back. 
 
   “Yes.” She put on her socks and used the cut away sweatshirt as a jacket. 
 
   “Stay behind me.” The door creaked as he pulled it open and looked into the hallway. “Where’s Reid?” he asked. “It was him, wasn’t it?”
 
   She nodded. “I don’t know where he went. Some men came and took him, I think, and the baby.”
 
   Foster tilted his head. “Baby? What baby? And what men?”
 
   Penny shrugged. “I could only hear. I don’t know. I just don’t think he’s coming back, at least, not anytime soon.”
 
   He went to the elevator shaft and extended the ladder. “Can you climb?” He shook the ladder to test the sturdiness of its position. 
 
   “Do I have a choice?”
 
   Really, she didn’t.
 
   He reached up and placed his hand on the small of her back to keep her from falling. Every other step was incredibly slow. “Are you all right?”
 
   She stopped for a minute at the halfway point and took a deep breath. “I will be.” She climbed out of the hole and he came up behind her. 
 
   He reached for her hand, and to his surprise, she took it. The two didn’t say a word as they walked through the atrium and out the lobby doors. Foster unlocked the Jeep, and just as he opened the door for Penny to get in, a white Yukon and a junky, old Ford pick-up pulled alongside them.
 
   


 
   
  
 

CHAPTER 38
 
    
 
   Miranda’s breath hitched as the twin towers of the Nixon Center came into view. The sight of the familiar red Jeep wasn’t nearly enough to offset the dread. She hadn’t had a night’s sleep without thinking of the place in seven months, and the idea that her daughter could be born there terrified her.
 
   Scott parked next to Foster’s Jeep and reached across the seat to comfort her. “It’s going to be all right.” 
 
   There was hesitation in his voice.
 
   Sharp pain radiated through her stomach and into her groin. She took slow breaths to try and calm down, to postpone the inevitable, but she’d been under too much stress.
 
   Michael parked in the next space over and opened Miranda’s door. “How’re you holding up?” He put his stethoscope into his ears and listened to her belly.
 
   “You tell me.” She watched his expression change. 
 
   He pursed his lips. “How close are the contractions?”
 
   She hadn’t been timing them.
 
   “Where are Earl and Randy?” Scott asked.
 
   Michael shook his head and glanced at the footlocker on the back of Yukon. “I can’t have them being part of this.”
 
   “Miranda!” Penny limped around the side of the pick-up and stopped short when she was in sight of Miranda’s swollen belly. “Oh, God.” She broke down. 
 
   Foster wrapped his arms around her and she buried her face in his jacket.
 
   Miranda couldn’t believe the changes in her. Penny appeared hardened and, under other circumstances, she would have asked how she’d been surviving. She bordered on emaciated and there was a pervasive sadness about her, aside from the obvious pain. A small bloodstain seeped through the hospital gown at her thigh.
 
   “What happened?” A wave of pain radiated across Miranda’s stomach and she clenched her teeth.
 
   “We have to get you inside,” Michael said. 
 
   Scott looked at Foster. “Is anyone else in there?”
 
   Foster shrugged. “Not that we saw. Not now, anyway.”
 
   The main entrance doors remained wide open, inviting Miranda back into her nightmare. 
 
   “I can’t go in there.” Her heart beat faster and she started to sweat. Another contraction, stronger than the last one, caused her to groan.
 
   Michael shook his head. “We need to find the antivirus before you deliver, Miranda.”
 
   Scott held her hand and she squeezed as hard as she could. “Foster, do you know where Nixon kept the shots?” he asked.
 
   “What’s going on?” Penny sniffled. Miranda crossed her arms over her stomach and looked away. “Miranda, what’s happening?” 
 
   Another contraction came and when the dark liquid seeped through Miranda’s cotton maternity dress, she started to cry.
 
   “I’m sorry,” Michael said. “As much as I hate to say it, this is the best place to deliver. I know you wanted us to get what we need and get out of here, but we’re going to have to take you inside.”
 
   Scott smoothed her sweaty hair back from her face. “It’s going to be all right,” he said. “You’ll both be fine.”
 
   Michael turned to Foster. “How well do you know this place?” 
 
   “Pretty well, considering I used to work here.”
 
   Penny retracted. “Please, say we’re not going back in there.”
 
   Miranda took several deep breaths. “The baby is healthy,” she said. “She’s not like the others.” She grunted through a weak contraction. “But if her blood gets into my bloodstream, I’m…” She choked up, and even after clearing her throat, couldn’t bring herself to say it. 
 
   “If the baby’s blood crosses into Miranda’s bloodstream then she becomes infected.” Scott lowered his head.
 
   The next contraction hit, hard. Miranda screamed as the pressure increased to the point that she couldn’t stand it. “I need to push!” 
 
   “Help me get her inside.” Michael helped her out of the passenger’s side door and she nearly collapsed in his arms. Warm fluid ran down her legs and spotted the asphalt. She wrapped one arm around Michael’s neck and the other around Scott’s and shuffled toward the place she swore she’d never go again. Each step brought a new spurt of liquid, and the more she walked, the stronger her contractions became. 
 
   “Foster,” Scott said, “There’s not a lot of time. Do you know where Nixon kept the shots?”
 
   He nodded. “I doubt there are any left in the basement, but he kept a stash in his office. What are the odds he didn’t take them?”
 
   Scott shrugged. “I hope pretty good.”
 
   Miranda looked at the swinging bodies and the dried blood leading into the center and wept. “I can’t do it,” she said. “I can’t go in there.” Her chest tightened and she was unable to breathe. She couldn’t take another step. The agonizing pain increased and the pressure of the baby’s descent as unbearable.
 
   “Foster, grab that wheelchair, would you?”
 
   Foster brushed the dirt and ash off the wheelchair just inside the door and rushed over to Miranda. 
 
   Scott lowered her into the chair and the seat became immediately soaked.
 
   “Which way to Labor and Delivery?” Michael asked.
 
   Foster turned to Penny, who had been begging to leave. “They need help. You said, yourself, that Reid was gone.”
 
   Miranda huffed in and out, breathing the way she’d learned in the childbirth class that seemed a lifetime ago.
 
   Scott’s mouth fell slightly open. “Reid? I shot him. I thought I killed him.” 
 
   Penny pulled the bloody gown away from her wound and winced. “I assure you, he’s alive.” 
 
   When the next contraction hit, it spread unrelenting pain throughout Miranda’s entire body. “What if he comes back?” She closed her hands around the dusty wheelchair arms and bore down, screaming.
 
   “I have to get her something for the pain,” Michael said. 
 
   Scott grabbed the chair’s handles and pushed. “Foster, where are we going?” 
 
   Penny grabbed Fosters hand. “I don’t want to be alone.” He folded her under his arm.
 
   “Straight ahead, left at the first hallway,” said Foster. “Stairwell is on the right, past the bathroom.” 
 
   Miranda closed her eyes and rocked gently front to back. The movement alleviated the pain and pressure in her low back and helped her focus on something other than the remains of their escape.
 
   Penny limped along and leaned against the wall when they reached the stairs. Foster pushed open the door and jammed the charred remains of a door stop under the edge, wedging it open.
 
   “We have to carry her.” Michael settled his grip under the front of the wheelchair. “You help the girl up,” he said to Foster, referring to Penny. “I can see she’s hurt. I’ll take a look at her as soon as we get through this.”
 
   Miranda bore down and grunted, sweat rolling down the back of her neck.
 
   “Labor and Delivery is on the second floor,” Foster said.
 
   Michael lifted the front of the chair. 
 
   Scott lifted the back. “Hold on,” he said and ascended the blood-smeared stairs. 
 
   The second floor door was already open. A dispatched female infected rotted where she fell. Miranda covered her nose and mouth and tried not to vomit. Scott hurried her past the body and down the hall to where Michael stood in front of one of the rooms.
 
   “In here.” He rummaged through the cabinets for vials and needles. “Get her on the table.”
 
   Miranda struggled to stand. 
 
   Scott put a step-stool at the foot of the pelvic examination bed and pushed the stirrups aside. “Here,” he said. “I’ve got you.” Scott lifted her and raised the side rails.
 
   She sank into the plastic-covered mattress and reached for Scott. “Hold my hand!” she screamed. 
 
   Michael drew up a syringe. “Demerol will help with the pain.” He turned to Foster. “We need those shots, now.”
 
   Foster nodded. “I’ll go up and look for them. Penny, stay here.”
 
   “I need to examine you.” Michael said, rolling Miranda onto her side. 
 
   There was a sharp pinch in her right buttock and within seconds, the water-logged wallpaper with pink floral pattern started to dance. 
 
   Michael slid off her underwear and placed her feet in the stirrups. Her head swam, and though the Demerol barely took the edge off the pain, it confused her to the point that she could no longer think or worry about being touched.
 
   “Is there water on?” Michael asked Penny.
 
   Penny sniffled and turned on the faucet. “Cold,” she said.
 
   “Scott, look for something like a washcloth and fill a basin. Miranda’s burning up.”
 
   Michael inserted the speculum. “She’s dilated eight centimeters. It could be hours or minutes until she’s ready. Two more centimeters and she can push.”
 
   “I need to push now,” Miranda screamed. The pressure and cramping felt like needing to have a bowel movement.
 
   Michael held a cold washcloth to her forehead. “Just a little bit longer.”
 
   


 
   
  
 

CHAPTER 39
 
    
 
   Reid adjusted the pack on his back with the hybrid infant sleeping inside of it. Neither Corey nor Brett had spoken for miles, adding to the awkward tension of a prisoner calling his own shots. Reid hated throwing-in with Nixon’s guards, but he wasn’t stupid when it came to opportunities. With what happened to Nate, there was a hole in Nixon’s regime that he’d rather fill than be on the other end of a gun with Zach, who stumbled up the mountain ahead of him. Zach cradled Allison, wrapped in the silver blanket which didn’t stop her teeth from chattering. Reid wasn’t sure what Nixon had been up to with her, but taking one look at her now, it was clear she was fighting the virus. 
 
   The muddy, leaf-covered ground became stony as the group approached the small log cabin near the summit.
 
   A small group of hens wandered the property, pecking at scattered seed and clucking. Reid noted the open gate in their pen.
 
   “Must be how she got out,” he said.
 
   No one answered.
 
   Nixon opened the front door and leaned against it. His hair was completely gray now and he scratched at his temple, shaking his head. “Well, this is certainly unexpected. Zach Keller and Max Reid. Just like old times.”
 
   “Get in there.” Brett shoved Zach toward the threshold. Zach flashed him a nasty look and tightened his hold on Allison. “What do you want me to do with them?” Brett asked Nixon.
 
   Allison mumbled something under her breath. 
 
   “You boarded up the window?” Nixon asked Joe.
 
   Joe nodded. “She’s not getting out of there twice.”
 
   “Check them for weapons and put them both in the room,” Nixon said.
 
   “What about the infection?”
 
   Nixon gestured for Corey to keep Zach at bay.
 
   Corey pointed his gun directly against Zach’s head and warned him not to move. 
 
   Nixon lifted Allison’s eyelids and sighed. He took two syringes from his lab coat pocket and injected her. “This will either work or it won’t,” he said. “Lock them up.”
 
   Corey pressed the gun harder into Zach’s skull. “Move it. Get in there.” 
 
   Zach carried Allison inside. Corey, after taking what supplies and weapons Zach had on him, locked the door and resumed his place in formation. The guards, Reid noticed, circled around him.
 
   Reid met Nixon’s steely stare, a show of bravado that, once he was inside and surrounded, became a harder act to keep up. He looked around the room for anything he could use to escape if he had to. 
 
   An obese cook fried eggs in a cast iron pan on the woodstove and the room stunk of grease. A blood-spattered basin in the corner held the remnants of apparent torture. Iron tongs and a burnt out ember beneath a lowered pulley indicated it had been recently used.
 
   “Up to old tricks?” Reid eyed the large guard sitting on a stool in the corner. The others closed in behind him, waiting for Nixon’s orders.
 
   Nixon appeared to be doing a head count. “Where’s Nate?”
 
   Reid looked over his shoulder at both Corey and Brett and then back at Nixon. “I had to shoot him.”
 
   The admission clearly caught Nixon off-guard.
 
   The large guard in the corner stood up.
 
   Reid took a deep breath. “Sit down, big guy. It wasn’t like that. He was infected.”
 
   Nixon shook his head and clucked his tongue. “Max Reid, you’re a tough one to catch. You slink around my hospital like a ghost living off of what I lost and you come here after murdering one of my men and act like nothing happened. Give me one good reason why I should let you live.”
 
   Reid went to the butcher’s block, unfastened the clip at his shoulder, and slid the pack off his back. A mewling sound came from inside the bundle and Nixon moved closer. Reid pulled the half-closed zipper, careful to avoid being bit, and pushed the swaddling blanket aside. “Miranda’s child reason enough for you?”
 
   


 
   
  
 

CHAPTER 40
 
    
 
   Allison’s stomach ached from the window ledge pressing into the minefield of puncture wounds, the most recent having become red and swollen.
 
   Zach eased her onto the cot and she kept her knees bent until the worst of the pain passed.
 
   The room, once filled with sunlight, had become nothing more than a tomb. Cramped and hot with only a single oil lamp for light, it might as well have been a coffin.
 
   “There has to be a way out of here.” Zach paced the floors, searching for something to pry the board from the windows. “I’m not going to let them continue hurting you.”
 
   Allison sniffled and wiped her nose on the back of her hand. “Then they can’t save me, either.” She slipped out of her muddy clothes and used the washcloth and water left in the basin to wash herself. After one rinse of the cloth, the water became black. She examined her feet, noting no sensation at all in her toes and a terrible burning feeling everywhere else. The color was off, but hard to see in the dim light exactly how far. The blisters, however, were unmistakable. She limped to where Ben had stashed a change of clothes and slowly redressed. Each movement hurt more than the last. The cold and shivering stiffened her muscles and joints. The erratic treatments had caused mixed reactions and she couldn’t differentiate the side-effects from exposure. She limped over to the cot and covered up with the blanket. The warmth felt nice, and after what she’d seen in the woods, she felt safer inside than out. She patted the thin mattress for Zach to join her. 
 
   He sat down and the springs groaned under their combined weight. The mattress sank lower to the floor and she shifted to avoid feeling like she was rolling toward the edge. She took Zach’s hand and sighed, immediately tearing up. “How did you know where to find me?”
 
   “I didn’t,” he said. “I followed every lead and never gave up. I guess I got lucky.”
 
   “I was the lucky one.” Tears flowed down her face and dripped from her chin. If she died then, she couldn’t have been more at peace. “What’s happening out there? What was wrong with those people?”
 
   Zach looked confused. “You don’t know?”
 
   She shook her head and shrugged. “How could I? I’ve been trapped here.” 
 
   He wiped his hand across his forehead and broke eye contact. “It’s a virus.” 
 
   “Those people were eating a deer, alive, Zach and then it just up and ran away with half its guts out. What kind of virus does that? Where does something like that even come from?”
 
   Zach’s lower lip quivered and he sniffled. “I’m so sorry.” He pulled her close and she pushed him away.
 
   “Zach, where did it come from?”
 
   He turned away from her. “The Nixon Center.” 
 
   She wiped the tears from her cheeks. “And that boy, he ran after me. He was going to attack me like they did that deer, and he stopped. He chased you, instead. Why is that?”
 
   “Allison, you were dying. I had to…” 
 
   She moved away from him. “Had to what?” She tossed the blanket aside, suddenly too warm. Her hands shook and her skin crawled with the stinging of pins and needles. “You did this, didn’t you?”
 
   “The virus cured your cancer. It bought you time. Nixon told me he could keep you from becoming like…”
 
   “Like those people in the woods?” The widespread darkness, the lack of communication, and the secluded cabin formed a bigger picture. “How many people are infected?”
 
   He lowered his head. 
 
   “How many?” she shouted.
 
   “Almost all of them.”
 
   “And there is no cure, is there?”
 
   “No,” he whispered. “The shots hold it off, but…”
 
   The shots. “You know what Ben said to me when I told him I didn’t want to be treated for cancer anymore?” She brushed her tangled, sweat-plastered hair away from her face. Halos formed in her vision, surrounding the single lantern light, and she blinked until they cleared. “He told me that it wasn’t the cancer killing me.” She wept into her hands. “I never would’ve believed for a minute it had anything to do with you.”
 
   “It wasn’t like that,” Zach said. “I couldn’t imagine life without you.” He tried to hold her and she refused to let him. 
 
   Her stomach felt uneasy and a dull ache started in her head. She pushed him away, and in the flickering light, saw the pain in his eyes. For what she’d endured, for the peaceful death he denied her, he couldn’t hurt badly enough. 
 
   “You want to know why I escaped from this place and went wandering through the woods?” She shivered and pulled up the blanket, her skin hot with fever. “Because I wanted to die. I begged Ben to stop the treatment and they killed him. They turned him into one of those monsters. The only thing that made the guilt worth it was that I hoped to find you, Zach. And now I’m sorry I did.” Her muscles twitched and went rigid, so much so that it forced her flat on her back. 
 
   Zach grabbed both of her arms and held her tight. He shouted something, though she couldn’t hear him. She could only see his mouth moving and his face contorting with panic. Her ears rang and her jaw clenched. The rigors shook her hard. The black hole in her peripheral vision spread like ink until there was nothing but dark silence. She was conscious, but paralyzed and prayed that this was her end.
 
   


 
   
  
 

CHAPTER 41
 
    
 
   A foul odor putrefied the stairwell air. Foster turned the corner toward the next landing and the smell intensified. The bodies of undead patients covered the stairs and had clearly been there for months. Males and females blended together, their skin decomposing into a single, rancid pool. Shattered bones, crushed it appeared, by someone who trampled over their bodies long after their deaths, formed a gruesome amalgamation. There was no way around them and not enough time to try another stairwell. 
 
   “Shit.”
 
   He holstered his gun and reached up for the length of steel girder that steadied him as he secured a foothold on the trim above the mess. The toes of his boots barely fit on the narrow ledge and his body tensed as every muscle engaged for the climb. The smell turned his stomach, the nausea becoming worse as he exerted himself and his breathing became deeper. He became lightheaded, and by the fifth stair, his hands had frozen into two aching claws.
 
   He stopped for a minute, flexed his fingers, and looked past the sea of partial faces at how far he still had to go. Pairs of misaligned jaws protruded from the pile at awkward angles. Teeth peppered the putrid slime. He powered through the next few steps and leapt triumphantly onto the landing. 
 
   The fifth floor hallway was a maze of construction and plastic sheeting from the renovations Nixon commissioned before the escape. Foster held still and listened. Hearing nothing but silence, he hurried to Nixon’s office. 
 
   The entire hospital had become a museum to that night. Strewn paper and toppled cabinets littered the room, a pair of handcuffs, the ones that had held Zach to the radiator, dangled from the pipe. Nixon’s desk had been thoroughly tossed, and if there had been shots there, someone would have taken them that night.
 
   Foster waded through the disaster, stepped over a toppled credenza, and went into Nixon’s private bathroom. He collected a large roll of duct tape from the back of the toilet tank and searched the three-drawer plastic cart in the corner. He pocketed several personal care items, but found no shots. He checked the time on his watch. Fifteen minutes. This was taking too long. He looked around the pedestal sink, inside the stand-up shower, and around the toilet, and only paused at the sight of his reflection in the mirror. His reddish-blond hair was grown out and disheveled and his pale complexion made the purple bags under his eyes all the more prominent, even with his glasses on. He reached up, hooked his fingers around the mirror’s chrome edge and pulled. The vanity magnet let go and when the door swung open, he sighed with relief. A stack of six syringes lay neatly inside. He prayed they were enough, and when he turned around to leave the bathroom, he swore something moved in his periphery.
 
   “Hello?” He called out, wondering if one of the others had come looking for him. “Someone out there?” He added the syringes to the supplies already in his breast pocket and buttoned it to make sure they were secure. “Hellloooo?” A crash startled him and he adjusted his grip on the pistol.
 
   The woman’s back was to him. A bird’s nest of gray hair wrapped in a sloppy bun and her matronly frock dress gave her away as Lois, Nixon’s secretary. He stepped out into the office, knowing he had to hurry. 
 
   The woman turned around, locked her custard-colored eyes on his, and lurched forward in a clumsy, ragdoll limp. Her lips receded and she appeared all broken teeth and pale gums. She stumbled through the mess, her arms stretched, and clawed at him with blood-caked nails from some unfortunate victim before him. 
 
   He danced around her, moving closer to the door with each step. He needed to get back to the others and if he could do it without shooting, he would. Lois couldn’t be the only infected.
 
   He looked around for anything he could use as a silent weapon and found nothing.
 
   “Dammit.”
 
   His boot lace caught on the ragged edge of a hacked-up file cabinet and he toppled, barely able to break his fall for fear of the gun discharging. He reached down to pull the lace free, but it had splintered and was tangled in the metal. Lois was immediately on him. He kicked her as hard as he could with his free foot. She fell backward, but quickly recovered. He took aim and fired. A single shot into the middle of her wrinkled forehead shattered her elderly skull and her face collapsed in around the hole. 
 
   Stagnant, black blood sprayed the wall behind her and the smell of death that followed made the odor before it seem faint by comparison.
 
   He gagged back the spit filling his mouth and swallowed. Something moved in the hallway. Foster sawed his lace wildly across the jagged metal to get free. Finally, the lace broke. He got to his feet and ran, but it was too late. 
 
   An undead construction crew of six men blocked the door to the stairway. Foster looked through the plastic sheeting, unable to tell how many others there might be. Two wore hardhats and he wondered how he’d get to their brains without being closer. He fired several consecutive rounds, most of them hits, a few lethal. A rogue bullet blew out the knee of one of the men wearing a hardhat and when he fell, the hat skidded away. Foster took the headshot. Two more headed straight for him. He couldn’t outrun them and was low on ammunition. He picked up a folding chair from outside Nixon’s office and opened it for cover. 
 
   “Get back!” 
 
   He knocked one of them down and ducked into the stairwell.
 
   The other followed.
 
   Foster descended the stairs, his footsteps tapping in quick succession as he kept an eye over his shoulder for the infected construction worker giving chase. He was out of breath and his heart hammered so hard his chest hurt. He fired a shot and missed, the sound much louder in the stairwell than it had been in the hall. Halfway down the flight, his feet went out from underneath him and he howled. A jarring pain knocked the wind out of him as he fell flat on his back in the gelatinous mess he’d been too preoccupied to avoid. He scrambled to recover, the sharp bones protruding like punji sticks beneath him, and shook the putrid mush from his hand. He reached for the railing and pulled himself up. A piercing pain in his back made it hard to walk. Each slippery step sent debilitating pain through him. His wet clothes clung to him like a wretched second skin. He inventoried for wounds and wondered how long the virus lived in a dispatched host. Hopefully less time than these bodies had been there. 
 
   He stumbled onto the second floor and Penny limped down the hall after him.
 
   “Brian!”
 
   Foster held up his hand. “I’m all right. Don’t touch me. Please, I don’t want this stuff on you.” 
 
   “What happened?” 
 
   He unbuttoned his shirt pocket and handed over the syringes. “Take these to the doctor. Tell him to hurry. This place is crawling with infected.”
 
   


 
   
  
 

CHAPTER 42
 
    
 
   “Push, Miranda. Push!” Michael stood at the foot of the birthing bed, his shirt spattered with blood and amniotic fluid.
 
   Scott helped Miranda sit up and braced her weight so that she was in a half-squat. She hooked her arms through his and squeezed his hand. Sweat ran down her back and face, and even with the fall chill in the air, she’d never felt so hot in all of her life. 
 
   “Push!”
 
   The stabbing pain of the contraction peaked and she bore down, holding her breath and tucking her chin to her chest as she worked to get the baby to crown. There was intense stretching and burning and she feared she might tear.
 
   Michael shifted his position. “I see the head.” 
 
   “You’re doing great,” Scott said. “She’s almost here.”
 
   Miranda only managed to draw a single deep breath before the next contraction hit. She screamed, pushed until she saw stars, and forced the baby’s head from inside her. 
 
   “That’s it, that’s it. Keep pushing! She’s halfway there!”
 
   Penny limped into the room, scattered the syringes on the countertop, and begged for everyone to be quiet.
 
   Michael all but ignored her. “Good, Miranda. I’m just going to rotate her shoulders and she’s here.”
 
   “Please, stop screaming.” Penny begged.
 
   “Penny, get out of here,” Scott shouted.
 
   Michael clamped and cut the cord then took the baby away to the bassinette where, when she didn’t immediately cry, he began working on her.
 
   Scott pressed his forehead to Miranda’s and wept.
 
   Miranda’s stomach cramped as her body began expelling the placenta, but her mind was elsewhere. She laid back in the bed, the silence of an unresponsive baby transporting her to her prior delivery when the same quiet fell over the delivery room, and Michael gave her the news that Rosalie was dead.
 
   “Scott, hand me that bulb syringe,” said Michael.
 
   Scott let go of Miranda only long enough to hand the blue, plastic suction device over.
 
   “Is she okay?” Miranda asked, expecting the worst. 
 
   Michael continued working without answering the question. The room was silent except for the occasional sniffle and the wet sound of suction as Michael cleared the baby’s nose and mouth. 
 
   Miranda refused to be ignored, and each passing moment cemented her panic. “Michael, what’s happening?” 
 
   Michael slapped the soles of the baby’s feet to stimulate her breathing and a cry erupted. “She’s okay,” he said. “She looks perfect.” He swaddled the infant in a blue and white receiving blanket and handed her to Miranda.
 
   “She’s beautiful.” Miranda held her close to her chest and pressed her lips to her forehead.
 
   The infant’s skin slowly came up to color, the last traces of blue leaving her with each breath. Miranda unbuttoned the front of her dress and placed her daughter skin-to-skin against her breast. 
 
   “How do we know if she needs the shots?” Scott asked.
 
   “Nixon’s notes said the first sign of infection is a clouding of the cornea.” Michael delivered the placenta. “If nothing happens in the next few minutes, I’d say she’s okay.”
 
   Scott leaned over her. “Look at me, Miranda.” 
 
   She was too preoccupied with the baby to want to be fussed over. Nothing felt different and she ignored his request. 
 
   “Miranda, come on. Let me see your eyes.” 
 
   “I’m fine.” She indulged him just so she could focus on the baby. “Good, right?” She raised her eyebrows.
 
   “Good.” Scott straightened her hair with his fingers. “You know me. I never stop worrying about you.”
 
   Michael did a final examination and set to cleaning up. “Everything looks as it should.” He pulled out the foot of the bed and put away the stirrups. 
 
   Miranda adjusted her position and was thankful to no longer feel exposed and dangling. Scott straightened her dress and took a white, cotton blanket from one of the drawers to cover her. He stroked the back of the baby’s perfectly round head and smiled. “What are we going to call her?” 
 
   “Amelie.” Miranda hadn’t planned a name, but when Scott asked, it just came out. 
 
   Michael sealed the placenta and umbilical cord inside a container. “I need to keep these preserved,” he said.
 
   “What you need to do is pack up.” Foster appeared in the doorway, dripping wet and wearing a pair of green surgical scrubs that matched the ones Penny had changed into. He hunched over, barely able to walk, and Penny took his arm. “We have to get out of here. Get what you need and let’s go.”
 
   “What the hell happened to you?” Scott asked.
 
   “Let me take a look,” Michael said.
 
   Foster refused. “We don’t have time for this. We have to go.”
 
   Penny wiped the tears from her face, her swollen eyes red and bloodshot. “Please, listen to him.”
 
   “You’re hurt,” Michael said. “Both of you. At least let me have a look at you while I have the supplies to fix the problem.”
 
   “How much of anything is left?” Scott asked.
 
   “Some rooms are more picked over than others.” Michael shrugged. “Survivors have surely been here, but I wouldn’t guess many. Come on, sit.” He motioned to Foster to sit in the chair. “Scott, watch the door.”
 
   Scott lifted Miranda’s chin and looked into her eyes.
 
   “I’m fine,” she said. “Go.” The sudden show of firearms and the thickening tension made her nervous. Amelie began to fuss. “Shhhh. It’s okay.” She hummed and tried to calm her down.
 
   Scott guarded the door.
 
   “May I?” Michael went to Foster and held out his hand. “What happened?”
 
   “I fell on the stairs.”
 
   Michael lifted the shirt and grimaced. “Just on the stairs?” he asked.
 
   Miranda turned her attention from Amelie to Foster.
 
   “Yeah, why?”
 
   Michael examined Foster, pressing and asking about pain. “Because you’ve got a nasty cut. I’m going to have to clean this. You have no idea on what?” 
 
   Foster put his head down. “No, I was running and I fell. I was trying to get back here for Miranda.”
 
   Penny looked as though she were about to say something and stopped.
 
   “And that was worth a cold shower?” Michael asked.
 
   “Blood spatter. I shot at least four or five infected. I was covered. You can’t be too careful.”
 
   “No,” Michael said. “You can’t.”
 
   “You know, I don’t think you two were even introduced,” Scott said. “Brian Foster, Dr. Michael Waters.”
 
   There was a spark of recognition and a long silence. 
 
   “Nice to meet you.” Michael smiled. “I don’t think anything’s broken, just a bad sprain, but I have to close up that wound. How about you take that seat?” He rolled a wheeled stool toward Foster and rummaged through his supplies for sutures, anesthetic, and something to clean the wound. “You sure you feel all right? You feel warm to me.”
 
   “I’m fine,” Foster said. “Better if you can get this done and we can get out of here.”
 
   “I’ll do my best. There are things we need for the baby. I want to see what meds I can find and collect what I need to work on the cure before we go. We have something no one else has.”
 
   Miranda straightened up in bed, his tone causing her to assert herself. “You’re not going to hurt Amelie.” It was more a statement than a question. She covered her partially exposed breast and looked, pleadingly, at Scott. “Tell him you won’t let that happen.”
 
   Scott puffed out his chest. “I would die before I let something bad happen to either of you.” 
 
   “You know I don’t intend to hurt her,” Michael said. Miranda could see he was offended. “Unfortunately, I’m not the only scientist out there.”
 
   


 
   
  
 

CHAPTER 43
 
    
 
   Nixon approached the boy carefully, a lesson he neglected to give his guards. “Miranda’s child, you say?”
 
   The boy snapped at Nixon’s hand and his needle-like teeth caught only air.
 
   Wayne, the overweight cook, backed away.
 
   “Tell me what happened to Nate.”
 
   Corey scratched at the jagged scar on his cheek. “The boy bit him.”
 
   Nixon shook his head. “I was talking to Reid. You’ve been around this boy how long now?” He peeled away the blanket. The boy fussed and then started to cry. 
 
   “Two, maybe three days. Long enough to be exhausted and lose track.”
 
   “And yet you managed to handle him without getting bit. I wouldn’t have expected that from you.” Nixon grinned and glanced at Corey. He raised his eyebrows and turned back to Reid. “How long, Max, after Nate was bitten did he turn?”
 
   Reid’s palms began to sweat. “Almost instantly,” he said and cleared his throat.
 
   “And that’s when you shot him.”
 
   “Yes, sir.” 
 
   “I see. Here,” he said. “Since you’re so bonded with this boy, why don’t you come hold him? I need a blood sample.”
 
   Joe, the largest of Nixon’s guards, sneered and watched intently as Reid stepped up and re-swaddled the infant.
 
   Brett and the others kept their distance. 
 
   “You’ll have to hold him still.” Nixon eased one of the boy’s arms out from between the snugly wrapped blanket and examined his flipper-like hand. The boy’s cries, though they were splitting Reid’s head, didn’t appear to faze Nixon. He withdrew a tiny, butterfly needle from his lab coat pocket and nodded for Joe to come over. “One man lost is enough for today. See to it that Reid, here, doesn’t get any smart ideas.”
 
   “I’m not sure that’s possible.” Joe leveled his pistol against Reid’s temple and smiled.
 
   “Hold him still, you hear me?” Nixon’s steely stare said he meant business.
 
   Furious as Reid was, he had no intention of taking Nixon on with so many men to back him up. “I got him.”
 
   Nixon tied a tourniquet around the boy’s arm and attempted to find a vein.
 
   The cold muzzle warmed against the side of Reid’s head. A slight tremor shook his hands as he fought to keep full control of the boy’s head and body without snapping his tiny neck.
 
   “There we go.” The boy’s screams climbed several octaves when Nixon inserted the tip of the needle into his vein. He thrashed and gnashed his teeth, trying desperately to turn his head. Nixon untied the tourniquet and the blood flowed freely. “Almost done.” He took out the needle and tucked the boys arm back out of reach. 
 
   “You want to let off me now?” Reid locked his gaze on Joe and scowled.
 
   “It’s okay, Joe. Why don’t you have a seat by the door?” Nixon waved the rotund cook out of his way. “Excuse me.” He bent down and slid a tray of chicken eggs from behind the wood stove. “You have no idea how many of these were cooked before I found the right spot that was just about incubator temperature.” 
 
   He set the tray down on the counter and sliced the top off of one of the eggs with exacting precision. Albumin glistened in the sunlight and was tinted a slight pink. Reid watched as Nixon released a small amount of the boy’s blood into the egg with a pipette. “I’m without the luxury of my research equipment so there’s been some amount of trial and error.” The faint lines around his aging eyes folded into each other. “I’m also woefully short on test subjects.” He swirled the egg around, blending its contents. “Seven months, Reid. That’s how long you’ve been running from me and when I finally catch up to you, you have this gift, this boy, who is exactly what I needed. That’s a stroke of luck for both of us, really.” He nodded and the guards, all except for Joe who blocked the front door, moved in.
 
   Reid drew a deep breath and tried not to panic as he stood in the center of the hornet’s nest. “I wasn’t running. I knew you wanted Miranda.”  He wiped the sweat from his forehead.
 
   The boy continued to cry and Nixon shouted over him.
 
   “And you aimed to find her. Where is she now, Max?”
 
   “Dead. Died during childbirth.” He regretted it as soon as he said it.
 
   Nixon raised an eyebrow. “Which was when, exactly? You said two or three days ago?”
 
   Reid nodded. “He’s hungry.”
 
   “Never mind that right now. Reid, where’s the body?”
 
   “The one I’ve been feeding him?”
 
   Nixon’s eyes went wide. “You’ve been feeding him a body? No. I meant Miranda’s. Where is she?” He took several empty syringes from a drawer and drew up the liquid in the egg. 
 
   Corey, the small guard who perpetually scratched his raised, red scar, reloaded his pistol.
 
   “Reid?” Nixon called his attention.
 
   “I left her at the center. You have the boy. That’s what you wanted.”
 
   Nixon shook his head. “And that’s why I’m the scientist, Max. I need the stem cells. They’re like programmable genetic blanks and you left them to what, rot? Cord blood and placenta, that’s what I need. And assurance.”
 
   Corey and Brett flanked him. Reid tried to look unshaken, but there were too many hazards, and seeing Nixon with a needle frightened him more than a bullet or a bite.
 
   “What kind of assurance?”
 
   “A guarantee that this child is who you say he is.” Nixon flicked the tip of the syringe.
 
   “Who else’s would he be?” Reid stepped away from the butcher’s block and onto one of Brett’s feet.
 
   “Hey, watch it.” Brett shoved him forward.
 
   “Miranda wasn’t the only one pregnant, Max. I’ll give you the timeline is close, but…well…I just don’t trust you. Give me your arm.”
 
   “What?” Reid shook his head, terrified of what was about to be put into him. “No.” The exit was blocked and he was surrounded.
 
   “Give me your arm, Max. I’ve been incubating a strain of virus in those eggs to make a vaccine. It’s weak, but strong enough to infect you. If this is Miranda’s child, he carries a deficient gene which blocks the virus from replicating. Your immune system will do the rest and you’ll be the first person inoculated against the virus. I’d almost call that a gift, except you’re essentially the guinea pig. If he’s not Miranda’s son, then it’s a 50/50 shot and honestly, maybe not even that. I can think of at least two people in this room that would love to be the one to have to shoot you in the head.” He shrugged. “Give me your arm.” 
 
   Reid’s heart pounded and sweat dripped from every pore. 
 
   Nixon clamped his clammy hand on Reid’s wrist. “Unless you want to confess. This is Miranda’s child, as you say, is it not?”
 
   Reid turned to see Corey’s gun aimed at his head. It was certain death, almost as certain as the virus infecting him. He stammered and hoped the injections he’d taken would have some effect. “He is, I swear.”
 
   “Hold him!” Nixon shouted and Brett applied a full nelson. Nixon rolled up Reid’s sleeve and swabbed his skin with an alcohol prep pad.
 
   The baby wailed and the room spun. Reid’s body tensed, and for the first time, his fight or flight response was crippled. “Wait, no.” He wasn’t sure if he’d said the words or just thought them. The needle broke through his skin and whatever was in the egg burned as it was injected into his muscle.
 
   Brett let him go and he nearly collapsed.
 
   “Now,” Nixon said, smiling, “bring me what’s left of Miranda.”
 
   


 
   
  
 

CHAPTER 44
 
    
 
   “Dammit, Nixon. Get in here!” Zach pounded on the door until the knuckles on his right hand split and bled.
 
   An infant wailed and Nixon shouted orders for it to be dealt with. 
 
   Zach kicked the door furiously, alternating feet until his legs ached.
 
   Keys jingled, the lock clicked, and the door swung open. 
 
   Allison’s seizure had stopped by the time Nixon got to her.
 
   Zach rushed over to the bedside, the light from the common room making Allison look that much worse. A spot of blood dotted the wall behind the cot and he looked for the source. There was a small cut on the back of Allison’s head. The spasms had thrown her against an empty hanging nail now sunk into the wall. 
 
   Nixon pulled a pen light out from his pocket and examined the wound. “It’s superficial, a scratch, but she’s burning up.” Zach reached for Allison’s hand and Nixon pushed him away. “Stay back. I need room to work.” 
 
   Zach looked out into the common room. The dark-haired guard with the slicked back hair was gone. Corey and Joe stood shoulder-to-shoulder, blocking the exit. Reid was missing.
 
   “Tell me exactly what happened.” Nixon lifted Allison’s eyelids one at a time and shined the light in her eyes.
 
   Her body was limp and she appeared fast asleep.
 
   “She cleaned herself up, changed, and we were talking. One minute she’s fine, the next, she was stiff as a board. Her teeth locked up and she shook all over. I pounded on the door and she’s been like this since.”
 
   Nixon looked inside her mouth. “Lucky she didn’t bite her tongue off. Was she acting unusual beforehand?”
 
   Zach shook his head. “She kept putting the blanket on and off and she was sweating.”
 
   Nixon tossed the blanket aside and systematically looked her over. “Help me lift her,” he said. “Ben’s no longer with us, so you’ll have to do.”
 
   Anyone else and Zach would have refused, but Allison needed him. Nixon lifted her by her arms and Zach took her feet. 
 
   “Where are we taking her?” Zach asked.
 
   “Out there. I need more light. Wayne, clear some room.” The overweight man in the black and white checkered pants wiped his thick arm across the counter. Utensils, trash, and egg shells fell to the floor, and he stepped back. He kept his head down and rarely, if ever, spoke. “Set her down.”
 
   They hoisted Allison onto the counter and Nixon continued his examination. He lifted her shirt and rolled her onto her side. She groaned, quietly, but seemed genuinely unaware of her surroundings. Corey scratched at his face and looked around Nixon at Allison’s exposed breasts. He started to grin and stopped when he looked up at Zach who stared back with his most threatening look.
 
   “Mind your business,” he said and covered Allison back up. 
 
   “What the hell am I missing?” Nixon ran his fingers through his gray hair. He moved past Zach and bent Allison’s legs, which had previously been dangling over the edge. “Shit.”
 
   “What’s the matter?” 
 
   Nixon peeled back the cuff of Allison’s oversized pants and shook his head. 
 
   Though it made him feel sick to look, Zach stared. Two of the toes on each of Allison’s feet appeared dusky gray. The tips were bloody, black, and eroded, in one instance, to the bone.
 
   “What’s wrong with her?”
 
   “Frostbite. Extreme frostbite. She should’ve never gone outside.” Nixon turned around, shaking his head. “There’s only one option.” He examined each of the cook’s knives and settled on a fairly large cleaver. “Sharpen this.” He handed it to Wayne, the cook, who skillfully honed the blade against a rod of sharpening steel, making several passes on each side until he was satisfied. Nixon thumbed the edge and seeming pleased, repositioned Allison who was still barely conscious.
 
   “What are you doing?” Zach’s heart beat so fast and loud that it echoed in his ears.
 
   “Hold her down,” Nixon said.
 
   “What are you going to do?”
 
   “Hold her down, Zach, or I swear I’ll let Corey do it.” A moment passed and Zach adjusted his grip. “See this?” Nixon held up Allison’s foot and pointed at the blackest part of the tip. “It’s the start of gangrene. If I don’t amputate these toes, the infection will spread and she’ll die. Now hold her!” He pulled on a pair of gloves and held Allison’s bent leg so that her foot was flat against the butcher’s block. “You have her?”
 
   Zach moved to her head and locked his arms through hers. He pulled her toward him and felt the heat of her feverish skin through his shirt. She was in a half-sitting position when Nixon dropped the blade with impressive accuracy, cutting away the last two toes on her right foot. The digits scattered and blood spilled onto the light oak, staining it as the wood drank it in. 
 
   Allison’s eyes flung open and she screamed so loud that both Corey and Wayne covered their ears. 
 
   “Joe, get over here.” Nixon wrapped a bandage around the wound and squeezed. “Hold pressure on this,” he said. “Corey, find the toes.”
 
   Allison fainted, all of her weight resting against Zach. He pressed his head to hers and fought the urge to cry. He was sure he’d break down later, but right then with Nixon and his men surrounding him, he refused.
 
   Nixon put Allison’s other foot into position and amputated the same toes with similar precision. He bandaged those, as well, and set the amputated digits in a bowl. Joe maintained pressure. 
 
   “Take these to Paul for the boy. He’ll know what to do.” Nixon handed the bowl to Corey and Zach’s stomach flip-flopped. The grotesque memory of feeding microwaved body parts to the infected held in the center’s basement threatened to make him vomit. He wiped his sweaty forehead on his sleeve and drew a shallow breath. 
 
   His suspicions about the infant whose crying he heard were confirmed. One of the hybrids had lived. He could only hope that meant that a cure wasn’t far off.
 
   Allison came to, shivering.
 
   “We need to keep her from going into shock.” Nixon wheeled over a plastic supply cart and drew up two different syringes. “Corey, help Zach get her to the couch. Keep her legs elevated. Wayne, go out back and bring in some of the cold water from the jugs outside. I have to get this fever down.”
 
   “Ready?” Corey stared at Allison’s breasts, surely to aggravate Zach.
 
   Zach scowled. “Yeah, come on.” The sooner he could get this pervert away from Allison, the better.
 
   They carried her over to the couch and Zach put a pillow beneath her calves, which rested on the threadbare arm of the red and green plaid sofa.
 
   “What happened to me?” Allison’s distant stare said she was delirious with fever, but not so much that she didn’t protest when she saw Nixon with the syringes.
 
   “They’re for the pain and the fever,” he said. 
 
   Wayne brought a basin of water with small chunks of ice floating on top of it.
 
   Nixon soaked a kitchen towel and placed it to Allison’s forehead. 
 
   Zach knelt next to the couch, and as the medicine lulled Allison to sleep, he held her hand to his lips. “Is she going to be all right?”
 
   Nixon shrugged. “Too many variables to tell.” He pulled up a chair and sat down. “Now that we’re out of the woods, so to speak, why don’t you tell me how you found me?”
 
   Zach considered lying, but Nixon wasn’t stupid and it’d be one hell of a coincidence to stumble on this exact mountain. He looked down at Allison, her chest rising and falling with strained, ragged breath. Her life was, as it had been for too long, in Nixon’s hands. Even if she wanted to die, Zach couldn’t bring himself to want it for her. “Photos you left at the center.” He cleared his throat. “Notes, too.”
 
   “Does anyone else know our location?”
 
   Zach shrugged. “I honestly have no idea.”
 
   


 
   
  
 

CHAPTER 45
 
    
 
   John and Frank sat in uncomfortable silence, listening to the sound of gravel and mud flinging from the wheel wells. The ambulance reeked of death, and though it made it uncomfortably cold, Frank rolled down both of the windows to vent the smell.
 
   John hung his head out the passenger’s side, his mop of brown curls catching in the wind. “It stinks in here.”
 
   Frank grinned at the understatement. “You didn’t have to go quite that far.” He hitched his thumb over his shoulder and looked in the rearview at the mutilated body of the female patient strapped to the gurney. Her skull had warped, leaving her a faceless pile of hair, scalp, and bone. Blood had spilled from her neck onto the white fitted sheet, and the heavy cast-off made it hard to see through the back windows. 
 
   John looked back and covered his mouth as though trying not to be sick. “I didn’t mean to... Everything happened so fast.”
 
   “It’s called survival, kid. You did what you had to.”
 
   John kept his head leaned to the side and held pressure on his wounded arm. 
 
   “You okay?” Frank asked.
 
   John shrugged. “I guess. I probably shouldn’t complain about what I did to myself.”
 
   Frank had cleaned and dressed the wound the best he could, but he needed John to be on antibiotics before he felt comfortable closing it. Open, he could flush and drain it. Closed, the infection would turn inward. If it got in John’s bloodstream, he was as good as dead. Frank wasn’t about to let that happen.
 
   He took a sharp left turn, headed down a familiar stretch of road, and those items not secured in the back, toppled. 
 
   “Hang on.”
 
   “Where are we going?” John straightened up in his seat and shifted his eyes nervously over the desolate landscape. “Please tell me you’re not headed where I think you are.” 
 
   Frank shrugged. “Ok, I won’t tell you, but you need antibiotics and I can’t think of a better place to find them. Besides, it smells like shit in here. You want me to drop you off on the roadside or should I keep driving?” 
 
   John wiped his hands down his face and sighed. “Is there a third option?”
 
   Frank accelerated. “Afraid not.” 
 
   The cold wind whipped the empty I.V bag against the pole hanging next to the corpse in the back. Pieces of paper danced in the air, touched down briefly in the blood and gore, and came up stained. One flew between the seats into the front and John batted it out the window. The speedometer climbed: fifty, sixty, eighty miles per hour. The ambulance rattled along the empty road, the last of the dried mud skittering behind them like BBs.
 
   “Woo hoo!” Frank put a fresh cigarette to his lips and lit it, handing it to John, who had never been a smoker. “It’s time to live a little.”
 
   John smiled and took a drag off the cigarette. He coughed and the smoke came out of him in stilted puffs. “That’s awful,” he said and handed it back to Frank.
 
   Frank shrugged. “Got your mind off of things, though, didn’t it?”
 
   The Nixon Center came into view, the weak, autumn sunlight reflecting off the glass façade between clouds. Three trucks parked out front, only one of them vaguely familiar.
 
   “What do we have here?” Frank parked next to the white Yukon and noted a stench coming from a trunk on the back. He examined the lock and whiffed the air, trying to place what could only be the smell of decomposition. 
 
   “What’s in it?” John leaned over the driver’s seat and called out the window.
 
   Frank shook his head. “Not sure, but I don’t think anything good. Someone else’s here. We’re going to have to make this fast.” 
 
   John unsheathed his knife, stepped out of the ambulance, and followed Frank through the entranceway. 
 
   “Isn’t this some shit?” Frank shook his head at the familiar group of escapees.
 
   Foster turned around, slowly, as though he’d been hurt. 
 
   A young girl clung to his arm.
 
   “Frank, what are you doing here?” Foster asked.
 
   “I imagine the same as you. It’s one of the few places people are too scared to come for supplies, right?” He raised his eyebrow. 
 
   Foster moved aside and Miranda limped around him holding an infant wrapped in a blanket. 
 
   The sight of her with the child infuriated him, bringing his feelings about what happened to Holly to the surface. He pulled his pistol and took aim. 
 
   Scott stepped protectively in front of them. His back was covered in overfull packs. 
 
    “You don’t think I’ll shoot through you?” Frank asked. “It’s a little different when it’s your family at the other end of a gun isn’t it
 
   “I’m warning you, Frank. Put the gun down.” Scott pulled his own and held it at arm’s length. 
 
   “Frank, stop!” John reached for Frank’s hand and Frank shoved him away.
 
   John stumbled backward and hit his head against the wall. 
 
   “I’ve got no reason to live, Scott. You made sure of that when you killed my daughter. Can you say the same?”
 
   Cold metal pressed against the back of Frank’s skull and pushed him slightly forward. “Lower your weapon.” An unfamiliar man had come from the room behind them. “Any of us fires, we’re going to have a hell storm and I don’t mean human. You try to hurt that baby, it’s a chance I’m willing to take.”
 
   Frank considered what the man was saying and tucked his gun between his loose belt and his jeans.
 
   “Now put your hands up,” Michael said. 
 
   Frank did as he was told.
 
   “Kid, you all right?” Michael spoke directly to John, who’d gone pale and silent.
 
   He nodded. “Just let us go, please.”
 
   Frank clenched his teeth. “There is no ‘us’, John, only me. You never wanted to come back here in the first place.” John siding with the others and trying to grab his gun was enough reason to push him away.
 
   John wrinkled his forehead and looked like he might cry. “What do you mean?”
 
   “I’m better off alone than with a traitor.” The angry words came too easily. He’d gone too far down the path and had pushed John away before he’d even realized it. “Go,” he said and wondered if John could see he didn’t mean it.
 
   “Put your hands against the wall,” Michael said. Frank hesitated. “Do it!”
 
   Sweat rolled down Frank’s face and he waited for his pacer to fire. He took three small steps forward and pressed his hands to the cold wall. He set his forehead between them, though he hadn’t been asked to.
 
   Michael took Frank’s gun.
 
   “Come on,” Foster tugged John’s sleeve. 
 
   John kept looking over his shoulder. “You can’t leave him unarmed.”
 
   “I’m not.” Michael put the gun inside a supply closet with the key still in the lock. He pulled the key and slid it down the hallway. “I’m just making sure we have a head start.”
 
   


 
   
  
 

CHAPTER 46
 
    
 
   “It should be safe inside, but we’d better check before we get too comfortable.” Foster depressed the front door latch and held the door to the Halstead’s house for the others. His back ached and the slightest twisting motion tugged the fresh sutures. He leaned against the jamb and reached for his pistol, unsure how he was going to navigate the stairs.
 
   “You can barely walk,” Scott said. “Let me.” With three out of six adults injured, Foster wasn’t about to argue. Scott pulled his gun and circled the living room, checking behind drapes and large furniture. “All clear in here.” He gestured for Miranda to come inside. 
 
   She shuffled her feet and held onto Amelie, who slept soundly. 
 
   Michael kept look-out. 
 
   “You coming?” Scott asked him.
 
   “In a minute. I have to unload.” 
 
   John tugged at the bandage on his wrist. “You need a hand?” 
 
   Michael waved him on. “No, thanks. You go inside with the others.”
 
   Foster took a step and hissed as the pain shot into his leg.
 
    “Come on,” Penny said. “You need to sit down.” 
 
   He let her help him to the couch, though she was limping almost as badly. “You’re going to have to let the doc have a look at your leg,” he said to her, worried about the sloppy suturing.
 
   Miranda sat in the cherry rocker by the fireplace, her attention focused solely on Amelie.
 
   Michael made several trips between the truck and the house, setting the supplies just inside the door. 
 
   Penny twisted several pieces of newspaper from the scrap pile near the living room fireplace and weaved them through a teepee of kindling. “I’ll make a fire and we need to get this place boarded up for the night.” She struck a match and adjusted the flu. The paper went up and a crackling light radiated the first bit of warmth into the room.
 
   “I’ll get started.” Foster tried to stand, but debilitating pain stopped him. He shivered, feeling suddenly hot and sweaty. 
 
   Michael carried the last of the haul inside and closed the door behind him. “Why don’t you let us handle it, Chief?” He waved for Scott and John to help him.
 
   Foster handed over the screwdriver he’d used to put up the boards. “There’s enough plywood for the first floor, screws about every two feet or so around each window.” Penny glanced over and he held up his hand. “Check the upstairs, make sure everything’s locked. At the very least we know Reid and Frank are still out there. God knows who else.”
 
   Miranda looked at Scott. “We should’ve brought Frank back here.”
 
   “He wouldn’t come and I’m not sure it would’ve been any better if he did.”
 
   “At least we could keep an eye on him.”
 
   Scott crossed the room, kissed her forehead, and then kissed Amelie’s. “You let me worry about him. I’m not in the business of keeping prisoners.”
 
   Foster sat on the couch, unable to lean back. He tucked a throw pillow under his arm and rolled onto his side. 
 
   Penny stoked the fire, adding several large pieces to the now roaring flames, and then sat down next to him.
 
   Foster whispered, though Miranda seemed to be paying no attention. “Want to talk about what happened?”
 
   Penny shook her head. “Not now.”
 
   Miranda leaned forward in the rocker and was visibly uncomfortable. “Where’s the bathroom?” she asked, careful not to disturb Amelie. 
 
   Foster wondered if maybe she was giving them privacy. “There’s a small one on this floor,” he pointed in the general direction, “and two more upstairs.”
 
   Miranda struggled to get to her feet and looked down at Amelie. “Would you mind holding her for a minute while I go to the bathroom?”
 
   Penny’s eyes went wide. “I, um,” she stammered and looked up at the sound of footsteps. 
 
   Scott came downstairs carrying a white, wicker Moses basket. “I found this upstairs in one of the kids’ rooms. There’s quite a bit of baby stuff in the closet.”
 
   Foster sighed, saddened by the reminder of the children who had lost their lives. “At least it’ll be put to good use.”
 
   Scott set the basket at Miranda’s feet and took the fleece blanket from inside. “Sheets, blankets, everything.”
 
   She smiled and set Amelie inside. “Will you at least keep an eye on her?” She asked Penny.
 
   Penny nodded. “Yes, of course. I’m sorry. I just don’t have any practice with babies. I didn’t mean to… It’s just that she’s so tiny.”
 
   “You won’t break her if that’s what you’re worried about.” Michael looked in on the infant who fussed and then went back to sleep.
 
   Foster knew what Penny was thinking. Amelie had come from Nixon’s experiment and she knew enough to be afraid of her.
 
   Miranda forced a smile and shuffled toward the bathroom.
 
   “How about I have a look at that leg?” Michael patted the floor in front of the fire place for Penny to take a seat.
 
   Foster coughed into his hand and winced as a burning pain ignited in his stitches.
 
   “You okay, Chief?”
 
   Foster nodded. “Yeah, fine.” 
 
   Michael took a headlight from his supplies and strapped it around his forehead. “If you can just lower your pants a little,” he said. “I can get a better look.”
 
   Penny looked at Scott who, in turn, looked down at Amelie. 
 
   She didn’t need or want to show herself off which was one of the many things Foster liked about her. She slid the pants down only as far as she had to.
 
   Foster closed his eyes and tried to get his head comfortable against the stiff arm rest. It was the next best thing to privacy.
 
   “What happened?” Michael asked.
 
   Penny didn’t answer.
 
   Foster’s breathing became slower and deeper as his body relaxed. 
 
   Scott rocked Amelie and the rhythmic sound of the wooden rockers against the hardwood floor repeated like a metronome. 
 
   Penny let out a squeal of pain and Foster forced his eyes open.
 
   “I have to clean it so it doesn’t get infected,” Michael said.
 
   Infected. The word sparked something within Foster. Some things couldn’t be addressed with peroxide and bandages and he did his best to convince himself that the wound in his back, certainly caused by a shard of bone from the gelatinous pile of undead, wasn’t contaminated. He’d considered, briefly, telling Penny what had happened and thought better of it. She hadn’t had a good night’s sleep since she lost her parents, and after being kidnapped by Reid, it seemed too much for her to handle. He’d come clean with her in the morning, if he were able to do so. Until then, he’d lock himself in one of the upstairs bedrooms and pray that if he turned, he’d forget how to get out.
 
   


 
   
  
 

CHAPTER 47
 
    
 
   Foster staggered into the one of the children’s bedrooms. He closed the door and lost the radiant heat from the fireplace. His wound burned and the shuddering chills made the pain worse. He’d taken antibiotics, but feared what was making him sick was viral, immune to antibiotics, and lethal. He turned the lock and drew a ragged breath. 
 
   The full moon shone through the space-themed valance of purple planets and yellow stars. Action figures covered the dresser and a solar system model was left unfinished on the desk. Foster limped over to the full-sized bed and climbed between the covers, careful to keep on his side. A hammock of stuffed animals hung above his head, and he counted them to preoccupy his mind, but his thoughts kept coming back to the fear of infection. He pushed himself up on his elbows and tried to ignore the pinch of his stitches. 
 
   “It’s going to be all right.” 
 
   He reached for the spaceman with the mirrored helmet sitting on the window sill and tilted the dome to catch the moonlight and his reflection. His reddish-blond hair stood on-end and his cheeks were flushed. His eyes, bloodshot as they were, remained green with no sign of clouding. He sighed and the exhalation brought new pain. 
 
   A knock came at the door and he jumped.
 
   “Brian, can I come in?” Penny wiggled the doorknob. 
 
   He didn’t answer, hoping she’d think he was asleep. The last thing he wanted to do was put her at risk. 
 
   Another knock came. “Brian, the door is locked. I need to talk to you.”
 
   He set the spaceman down, eased out of bed, and opened the door only about an inch. He peeked through the narrow space and tried not to let her see his worry.
 
   Penny’s eyebrows knitted together and her forehead wrinkled slightly. The candlelight flickered and cast her beautiful face in a flattering light. She tucked her black hair behind her right ear, shifted her weight off of her injured leg, and pulled the flannel nightgown away from her stitches. “You okay?”
 
   “I’m all right,” he said. A shiver crept up his spine and he hid his face behind the door so she wouldn’t see his pain. “You should get some sleep.” He hoped that turning things around would help keep the focus off of him.
 
   “I tried. Every time I close my eyes I imagine Reid at the window. Can I please come in?”
 
   “It’s not a good…” Before he had a chance to say “idea”, she pushed the door open wider and squeezed past him. “Penny, I mean it. You shouldn’t be in here.”
 
   She sat down on the bed and started to speak. “Amelie isn’t the only hybrid.” Foster reluctantly closed the door. “You wanted to know why Reid took me.” Tears ran down her cheeks. “He was using me for food.” A pained expression came over her. She set the candle on the nightstand next to the bed and showed him where Reid had cut her. “He climbed on top of me…and…”
 
   “Penny, you don’t have to…” 
 
   She reached out for him and he took her hand, sinking into the mattress next to her. He wrapped his arm around her and pulled her to him so that her head was on his chest. Her sobbing made the pain in his back almost unbearable, but he held her in spite of it. She backed away from him enough to look into his eyes. After a long, uncomfortable silence, she pressed her soft lips to his.
 
   Her body trembled as she eased her tongue into his mouth and kissed him deeply, but in a way that felt unpracticed. 
 
   “Let me stay with you tonight, please,” she whispered.
 
   He ached for her and when she kissed him again, he all but went numb to his aches and pains. “I…can’t. You can’t. I…”
 
   She swallowed, hard, and set her hand high on his thigh.  “You know what I was thinking about the whole time I was afraid Reid was going to rape me?” The ugliness of the word drew him back to reality, but he was unable to answer. “I was thinking that I’d saved myself for when I found the person I loved and could spend the rest of my life with. Then I realized that person was you.” 
 
   He closed his eyes and tears spilled from them. He couldn’t believe what she was saying. All he could think was that the rest of his life was quite possibly incredibly short and he hoped that if he told her the truth, she’d leave. He moved her hand and brushed the hair back from her face. “You can’t stay in here, Penny. There’s something I haven’t told the others, about how I got hurt, about what cut me. I was running down the stairs and I slipped on a pile of rotting infected. Their bones were broken and one of them went into my back. I haven’t felt right since and I’m worried…that…I might be infected.”
 
   She covered her mouth and cried so hard that her body heaved. “No, God, please.”
 
   He pulled her to him and held her. Shhhh. “It’ll be all right. Just promise me that if something happens, you’ll let the others do the right thing.” 
 
   “Don’t say that. I can’t…” 
 
   “Make sure Scott or Michael open the door in the morning. In case.”
 
   “That’s why you locked it, because you don’t want to infect anyone?” She backed away.
 
   He held her hand and looked into her glossy, blue eyes. “I locked it because I don’t want to risk infecting you. Now please, go.” Sending her away was the hardest thing he’d ever had to do.
 
   She stood up and wiped her face with her sleeve. There was an air of resignation about her, and he was thankful, for her sake, that she’d listened to reason. She walked to the door, set her hand on the knob, and locked herself in. “You’re all I have left,” she said. “If there’s a chance you might survive, then I’ll take it. If not, there’s no one I’d rather spend the last night of my life with than you.”
 
    
 
   


 
   
  
 

CHAPTER 48
 
    
 
   The wind howled outside the study. An oil lamp sat on the corner of the mahogany desk, and though it was dim, it was bright enough for Michael to read by. He opened Miranda’s file and reviewed, for at least the tenth time, Nixon’s plan for a cure. He needed so many things he hadn’t been able to take from the center and regretted not finding a way to get it. Adam was giving in to the virus and Michael worried the frigid outdoor temperatures were taking away any chance at reviving him. His small body had been through too much and time was running short.
 
   “Hey, Doc?” 
 
   Michael squinted into the darkness, trying to make out the young man in the doorway.
 
   “John?”
 
   John crossed his arms over his chest and shivered. “Yeah.”
 
   “You okay?” Michael picked up the lantern and went to him.
 
   “Not really.” He held out his wrist and an infected gash glistened by the firelight. Michael tried not to breathe in the smell. “Frank cleaned it, but he said he couldn’t close it.”
 
   “Probably smart.” Michael turned around to grab his medical kit and John passed out cold behind him. The thud woke Amelie who had just finally stopped crying and the whole house startled awake. 
 
   Scott rushed down the stairs wearing only his boxer shorts and a white t-shirt. “What the hell was that?”
 
   The floor creaked overhead as Miranda paced with Amelie.
 
   Michael’s spirits sank. He had hoped to be able to bring Adam into the warmth for at least a bit while the others slept. “Help me get him to the couch,” he said and hoped the situation was temporary. He lifted under John’s arms to avoid tugging the wound. His armpits were hot and soaked through with sweat. They lowered John onto the sofa and his eyes fluttered open. “I gave Foster some antibiotics. I think the bottle is by the kitchen sink. Get me two and some water.”
 
   Scott ran to the kitchen and came back with the supplies. Michael tilted John’s head so that he could drink. “I need you to take these.”
 
   John swallowed the two white pills, half in a daze, and set his head back against the arm of the couch. 
 
   Michael pushed the coffee table toward him and laid John’s arm across it. “Scott, turn up that light, would you?”
 
   Scott raised the wick on an oil lamp. “What happened?”
 
   Michael raised his eyebrows. The lengthwise wound was clearly self-inflicted and when Scott asked, John looked away.
 
   The wound had been cleaned, but the skin was soggy and broken down from being damp inside the bandage. The cut also wasn’t exactly straight which was going to make it harder to close.
 
   “How old is this?” Michael asked.
 
   “A couple, three weeks?”
 
   Michael irrigated the wound a last time and set up to suture. He drew up a syringe of anesthetic and injected it down the length of the gash. 
 
   Scott watched with apparent interest.
 
   John took slow, controlled breaths as Michael pulled on a pair of rubber gloves and manipulated the wound. He tied up the first stitch and it pulled through the moist skin, forcing him to repeat it wider outside of the cut. The wound would never heal without being closed and he wasn’t sure he’d be around to do it later. He moved through the next several, his hands making the suturing motion almost automatically. This task he could do in his sleep and when it was done, he could see that’s what John wanted to do, sleep. 
 
   “You’re going to be sore. I am going to give you a shot of morphine to help you rest, if that’s all right. I’ll keep watch from the next room. You have to change your bandages and try to keep these dry.” 
 
   He injected a hefty dose of morphine and John muttered, “Thank you,” before nodding off to sleep.
 
   Upstairs, Amelie cried. Miranda had closed the door, but the high-pitched sound carried. 
 
   “Maybe you ought to see if you can help her. I’m sure she’s exhausted, too,” Michael said to Scott.
 
   “Story of our lives.” 
 
   Michael took the rest of John’s water, swallowed a couple caffeine tablets, and waited for Scott’s trailing footsteps to disappear. 
 
   The bedroom door closed and when he was certain the coast was clear, he headed for the truck, eager to check on Adam.
 
   The bitter wind ripped through his thick camouflage fatigues and stung his flesh. Snot dripped from his nose and it had gotten colder than even the last time he’d been out there. He fumbled the bulky ring and slipped the small, silver key into the lock. The chains fell away and crashed on to the cargo shelf. He held the small flashlight between his teeth and opened the lid with his shaking hands.  
 
   Adam lay motionless inside, nearly frozen.
 
   “Oh, God. No.” He set his hand to the boy’s ice cold back and tried to rouse him. “Adam?” He wiped his nose on his sleeve and sniffled. 
 
   Panic set in, the fear that he was too late and that irreversible damage had been done. He blew into his hands and rubbed them together, warming them with friction. “Please, buddy, come on.” He set his hands to Adam’s back and shielded him from the wind.
 
   The boy twitched and groaned, but barely responded.
 
   Michael took off his camouflage jacket and laid it over him like a blanket, forsaking his own comfort and protection for his son. “I have to get you inside,” he said and no sooner had he closed the trunk lid, than Scott appeared in the doorway.
 
   


 
   
  
 

CHAPTER 49
 
    
 
   Michael shivered as he tried to block Scott’s view of the trunk. Anxiety gnawed the pit of his belly. There was no getting out of this. No explaining it away. He kept his eyes on Scott, who stared back at him with his finger on the trigger of the pistol resting against his leg. 
 
   “I can explain,” Michael said.
 
   Scott’s expression said he didn’t want him to. “Bring the trunk inside.”
 
   Michael hesitated and searched for a viable excuse, but his mind was blank. His hands shook and he feared for Adam. If the cold didn’t take him, one of the others might. John, Foster, Penny, they’d all lost people close to them. Adam was a threat and there was an air of zero tolerance with the group that made Michael believe they’d think nothing of killing his son. Coming clean with Scott and Miranda and asking for their help was his last chance at saving him. If anyone could understand his predicament, it was them. He fastened the lid securely and lifted the footlocker by its handles. Exhaustion made the load that much heavier.
 
   Scott moved to the side to allow him in. “Take it upstairs,” he said quietly as if not to disturb John who was sleeping on the couch. 
 
   Maybe Scott was willing to keep a secret. 
 
   Michael climbed the stairs with Scott never more than two steps behind him. “I need you to trust me,” he said.
 
   The hard muzzle of Scott’s pistol pressed against the small of his back. “And that’s why you’ve been sneaking around? You’re trying to earn my trust?”
 
   “Scott, come on. How long have we known each other?” Time wasn’t enough for Scott to overlook what had transpired in the last year, but he tried.
 
   “Get in there.” Scott pushed open the master bedroom door, and when they were inside, he closed the door behind them.
 
   “What’s going on?” Miranda pulled her auburn hair into a low ponytail which emphasized the dark circles around her eyes. She was pale from blood loss and Michael could see she was exhausted. She picked up Amelie, who fussed in the basket, and patted her back to soothe her.
 
   “Right there’s fine,” Scott said.
 
   Michael set the trunk down on the floor.
 
   “Open it.” Scott’s pistol hand remained steady.
 
   Michael hesitated. “Listen, please. There’s something I have to tell you first.”
 
   Miranda backed away and repositioned Amelie so that her head rested against her shoulder. “What is that smell?” She tucked her face into Amelie’s blanket so that it covered her nose.
 
   Michael was too used to the smell to notice it. He unlatched the trunk and held his hand on the lid. “I want you both to remember what you came to me with, the position we were all in with Amelie. She could’ve easily been infected and I took that risk to try and save her.”
 
   “Open it,” Scott said, again.
 
   Miranda took a step closer and when he opened the lid, she gasped. 
 
   Scott coughed and turned his face away. “What the hell is going on, Michael? Who is that?”
 
   Adam’s white-blond hair covered enough of his face that in the darkness, with the cold freezing him nearly still, he appeared more human than not. 
 
    “He’s my son,” Michael said, speaking up before Scott could pass sentence. “He’s been bit, but I can save him. I have enough of Nixon’s notes and access to the center…and…” 
 
   “Stop, enough.” Scott held up his hand. 
 
   “Miranda, please. He needs help.” Michael’s eyes wandered to Amelie and Miranda bristled, holding the infant closer.
 
   “No, no way. You’re not laying a hand on her.”
 
   “This is why you broke into our house,” Scott said. “Is this why you sent Miranda to the Nixon Center in the first place?” 
 
   Michael was desperate for the right thing to say. “No, it’s not like that. This just happened. You’ve seen these things, Scott. If he were one of them, if this had been going on all this time, he wouldn’t look like he does. It’s not too late. My son’s still in there. I can save him.” He sniffled and wiped his hand across his cheek. “Please, listen to me. He’s not a threat. I just need equipment and to run a few tests on Amelie. Nothing invasive, nothing more than a hospital would have ever run if she was sick.”
 
   Miranda shook her head and shouted, “No way, Michael. You stay away from her.” 
 
   Scott shushed her. “I’m not letting you near her,” he said to Michael, “but I don’t want to wake the others. They don’t need to know about this.” Scott holstered his pistol and Michael drew a relieved breath.
 
   “Thank you. Oh, God. Thank you.” Michael was on his knees, barely breathing.
 
   “This needs to be dealt with quietly,” Scott said, unsheathing the knife strapped to his leg.
 
   “Scott, no!” Michael covered Adam’s body with his own. His heart beat so fast he could hear it. He became dizzy, weak, and nearly paralyzed with fear for his son’s life. Adam, warming to room temperature, started to move. “It doesn’t have to be like this.” Michael turned to Miranda, tears pouring down his face and dripping from his chin. She was the most likely to pardon him. “It could have been Amelie, Miranda. I helped you bring her into this world, and if she’d have been the monster you were afraid of, I would have helped you take her out. Please. Give me time. Don’t let him do this. Adam is all I have left.” Miranda sniffled and pressed her cheek to Amelie’s. “What if I tell you I won’t touch her? It would be easier if you’d let me, but it’s not too late to use the stem cells from the cord blood and placenta. Please, Miranda.”
 
   She looked at Scott, her eyes filled with tears. “He’s right,” she said. “It could have been her.”
 
   Scott lowered his knife. “What do you want me to do?”
 
   She sighed. “Give him a chance, but if you come near her, I swear…”
 
   “I won’t. I promise.”
 
   Scott relaxed. “How long are the stem cells viable?”
 
   “Two weeks, maybe more if I can find a way to preserve them.” 
 
   “You have two weeks then. You keep him contained. You don’t tell the others about him, and if in two weeks, you haven’t brought him back, you agree to let me end his suffering.”
 
   Michael stood, exposing Adam’s tiny body to the room, and prayed Scott was a man of his word. “By then it will be too late anyway.” He smoothed his hand over Adam’s hair and closed the trunk lid.
 
   


 
   
  
 

CHAPTER 50
 
    
 
   Strandville passed by at sixty miles per hour, but it felt much faster. Reid leaned his head against the window and closed his eyes until the fleeting dizziness passed. He swallowed the dread of threatened infection and considered himself fortunate.
 
   Nate, the guard, had turned almost immediately, and though he’d seen others take longer, it had never been more than a few hours. 
 
   He had made it through the night.
 
   He jammed his ice-cold feet under the dash in hopes of soaking in at least a meager amount of heat through his steel toe boots. Brett’s old pick-up truck hadn’t started getting warm until twenty miles out and it was too early for the morning sun to have any effect. Reid’s stomach itched and he twisted his hands in the too-tight cuffs to scratch the raised, pink welts covering it.
 
   Brett glanced over at him, setting his right hand on the pistol in his lap. “Something the matter?” 
 
   Reid kept him in his periphery. “I’m allergic to eggs.” 
 
   “Ain’t that some shit?” Brett snickered. “You’d tell me if something else was wrong, wouldn’t you?” 
 
   Reid sighed. “Like if I was turning into a flesh-eating zombie, you mean? I think you might notice.” 
 
   He had determined in the short time he’d been with Brett that he must’ve gotten by before The Collapse on his looks. He kept his hair gelled into symmetrical spikes, even now when so many had shaved their heads or let their hair go unruly. His hands showed no signs of manual labor, but he was toned and bulked. Gym-fit, if Reid had to guess, and his skin had the slightly orange tint of a man who had once indulged in habitual tanning. 
 
   “You worried?” Brett asked.
 
   Reid smirked. “I’d be more worried if I were you.” He refused to tip his hand. Aside from the reaction to the eggs, the swelling in his hands, which made the cuffs tighter and the thick feeling to his tongue, the nausea and distortion in his vision could have been either the allergy or the slow beginning of a very long end. 
 
   “What I mean, is that kid who you say?”
 
   Reid would take the lie to his grave if it came to that. “Did you get a good look at him? He’s not human. Who else’s would he be?” Brett had barely said a word all the way down the mountain. He didn’t have to say he didn’t believe his story. It was obvious. “Since we’re old friends now, that makes it my turn. How’d you end up with Nixon?”
 
   “My brother-in-law, Nate. Doc helped fix him up after the last attack on the clinic. We lost everyone else in our group and I figure we owed him. Been tracking you ever since.”
 
   Reid recalled the red ridge of healed stitches behind the ear of the man he shot. “A little ironic, don’t you think? Helping the man who caused the disaster that took everything from you?”
 
   “That’s not the way I hear it.” Brett parked in the Nixon Center lot, tucked his pistol in his waistband, and opened Reid’s door. 
 
   Reid turned sideways in the seat and put his hands out for Brett to unlock the cuffs. 
 
   Brett grabbed the links connecting them and tugged Reid out onto the pavement. 
 
   Reid stumbled and recovered. “You don’t honestly expect me to go in there unarmed and handcuffed, do you?” 
 
   “You think I’d give you a gun after that shit you pulled last time?”
 
   “At least uncuff me.” Reid opened his swollen hands, palms facing up. “These cut into me any deeper and I bleed, you’re gonna have a whole other problem.” Reid took his chances on what may or may not have been a lie. “Nixon didn’t tell you about that, did he? Take them off,” he said. “Or take your chances.”
 
   Brett paused for a minute and then fished the keys out of his pocket. “No bullshit.” He unlocked the cuffs and held him at gunpoint. “Way I see it, I already owe you a bullet for Nate. Let’s get this done and over with. Where are we going?” 
 
   “Follow me,” Reid said, heading into the lobby and assessing the changes. 
 
   Fresh footprints circled the atrium and the ladder extended down the elevator shaft. Reid scratched his stomach and rubbed his irritated eyes, which burned so badly it was hard to see anything in the distance. 
 
   “This way.” 
 
   Brett stayed close enough behind him to have stepped on his heels twice. Reid worried one of the slips was going to land a bullet in his back. He led him upstairs to the third floor Intensive Care Unit and pulled the door open, mindful of the fact that the area was closed off for a reason. His eyes were nearly swollen shut by the time he reached the head nurse’s office. Two chairs sat in front of a small desk and blood spattered the walls. He tiptoed through the crushed glass from the broken computer monitor and rummaged the cabinets in search of antihistamine. 
 
   Brett looked around the small room and tapped the muzzle of the gun against the metal door jamb. “Where’s the body?” 
 
   Shhh.
 
   Something crashed in a room down the hallway and Reid searched more quickly, squinting to read labels. He held up a bottle, showing Brett the reason for the delay, and dry-swallowed several pink pills. He pointed in the noise’s direction and whispered, “It’s that way.” 
 
   Brett’s hands shook and his complexion went pale, but he didn’t back down.
 
   “You sure Nixon’s worth all this?” Reid asked.
 
   Brett shrugged. “I’m sure what you did to Nate’s worth letting him have a shot at you.” 
 
   Reid nodded, already feeling some relief, and headed toward the most densely infested area, where he hoped knowing the danger gave him the advantage and would help him elude Brett. The infected quarantined within the I.C.U. had been there the full seven months and Reid wasn’t sure what to expect. They were either decomposed or very hungry.
 
   Brett reluctantly followed. “How much farther?” 
 
   “Last room on the right,” Reid whispered. He blinked and noted a decrease in his lid swelling.  
 
   The I.C.U. rooms were surrounded with isolation glass. Several had signs that warned of “droplet precautions” which meant a disease that could be spread by breathing in contaminated air. The virus, as far as he knew, had never gone airborne. 
 
   Brett tripped and slammed his palm into the window in an attempt at catching himself. An infected female attacked the glass and he jumped back with a holler. Crimson bloodstains dotted the woman’s hospital gown and her tattered robe slipped from her bony shoulder. Dusky skin clung to her bones like tissue paper and her lips shrank away from her teeth. Brett fired into the glass and the shot resonated. The glass splintered, but didn’t shatter and the bullet lodged, suspended in the resistant material.
 
   “What are you doing?” Reid shouted.
 
   A chorus of moans erupted from the waiting room near the exit.
 
   Six infected researchers stumbled into the hallway wearing hazardous materials suits and full masks.
 
   Reid tried to see their faces through the tiny windows and found nothing but darkness and rot.
 
   “Shit!” Brett turned to run back the way they came. Several construction workers pushed through the plastic sheeting where the last of the ICU renovations remained incomplete.
 
   “Dammit!” Reid had meant to draw the infected down on Brett and now stood between two starving packs.
 
   “What the hell did you do?” Brett asked.
 
   Reid kicked over a tool chest and searched through the rubble for anything he could use as a weapon. 
 
   Brett fired at the closest construction workers to him. His shaking hands landed the rounds in their arms, legs, and chests. 
 
   “For Christ’s sake, the head!” Reid shouted. “This is what happens when you don’t let me have a gun.” 
 
   Brett wasted an entire clip on the construction crew and the repeated shots drew patients and staff Reid hadn’t even realized were up there. 
 
   “Have you ever even seen one of these things?” Reid picked up a hammer and charged, sinking the claw into the skull of an emaciated, infected elderly male. “Hurry up!”
 
   Brett scrambled to reload and spilled more shells than he got into the clip. 
 
   Reid ran in the direction of the researchers, figuring their hoods made it impossible for them to bite. He pushed the right side of the double door exit and ricocheted backward. “Shit!” The doors weren’t supposed to be locked.
 
   Brett fired three more rounds and ran back in the direction they had come from. 
 
   “Where the hell are you going?” Reid shouted. “Don’t leave me here!”  
 
   The sound of Brett’s footsteps faded and disappeared altogether. The door slammed and Reid held his breath, waiting for the horde’s attack. 
 
   “Brett, let me out of here!” Reid kicked the locked doors, pounded them with his fists and the hammer. Karma had caught up with him, and if there was a way out, he couldn’t see it.
 
   


 
   
  
 

CHAPTER 51
 
    
 
   The generator hummed and the converted shed, which was the closest thing Nixon had to a lab, smelled faintly of gasoline. A single-bulb work lamp hung from a nail on the wall and bathed the room in bright yellow-white light. A block heater warmed the room.
 
   Nixon approached the workbench and peeled back the blanket covering the infant who looked sick and laid still. “You fed him?” 
 
   Paul stood in the corner, smoothing his hand over his slicked back hair. “Corey said you wanted me to.”
 
   Nixon taped over the boy’s mouth as a precaution and wondered what had gone wrong. He lifted the boy’s tiny hand and examined his clubbed, fused fingers. There were no fingernails, only two smooth flippers with short, stumpy thumbs. Heat radiated from his small core, indicating fever. Nixon pulled down the boy’s shirt collar, tucked a thermometer into his armpit, and held his arm at his side, waiting for the temperature to stop rising. 
 
   104 degrees and climbing.
 
   “Does he look different to you?” Nixon asked. “Aside from the fact that he isn’t moving?” He wished he’d gotten a better look at the boy when Reid first brought him in, that he’d been able to make notes on his condition.
 
   Paul leaned forward, but kept his distance. “Paler, maybe?” 
 
   Nixon lifted the bottom of the cotton sack gown and exposed the boy’s narrow torso. His tiny chest rose and fell harshly, rattling with each labored breath. Bluish-black lesions discolored his ivory skin. Nixon pulled the hair at the sides of his head and let out a frustrated growl. Unlike the undead he’d fed medical waste to at the center, the human part of the boy was susceptible to disease. Feeding him Allison’s diseased toes had quieted him, but now gangrene coursed through his system. 
 
   Nixon pulled a supply cart over, one of several he’d taken during the evacuation from the center, and went through the drawers for I.V. supplies. He hadn’t necessarily planned on treating an infant, but was thankful to find the cart well-stocked. 
 
   “Come here and hold his arm.” Nixon couldn’t blame Paul for his hesitation. “This isn’t your fault. I know that.” 
 
   “What do you want me to do?” Paul brushed his hair back from in front of his eyes.
 
   “Just hold him like this.” Nixon held the boy’s arm out at a ninety degree angle and tied a tourniquet around his arm. The boy didn’t even whimper. Nixon swabbed the back of the boy’s deformed hand and after finding a suitable vein, inserted the I.V. He taped the boy’s hand to a small, plastic block to keep him from pulling the line, and hung a bag of saline with a piggyback of antibiotics on a nail on the wall. There wasn’t enough to treat him for even a week, and he was ill-prepared for diagnostics. Even with all of what he’d taken during the evacuation, supplies were running low. He looked down at his watch and scowled. “Reid and Brett should’ve been back by now.” He’d sent Brett with a list of things he needed, but had come up with ten more since they left. He checked and re-checked the infant’s symptoms, knowing there would not be an immediate change, but needing the distraction. His thoughts kept coming back to the same drastic solution. He took the pediatric backboard from the corner and adjusted the straps to work for the infant’s small size. “Lift him up,” he said to Paul. He wished he’d had a spinal immobilizer to keep the boy’s head from turning, but he’d make do. The infant was too lethargic to be a real danger at this point.
 
   Paul picked the boy up and held him away from his body. Nixon slid the board underneath him and adjusted the straps so that his head, arms, torso, and feet were secured. “We’re going back, aren’t we?” he asked.
 
   “Get the others ready. Pack up as much of what we have as you can fit in the helicopter. We’ll leave first thing in the morning.”
 
   “What do I tell them?”
 
   “Tell them to get ready to take back what’s mine.”
 
   


 
   
  
 

CHAPTER 52
 
    
 
   Michael parked in the Nixon Center’s ancillary lot. He looked around to make sure he hadn’t been followed. Amelie slept peacefully in a cardboard box on the passenger’s seat. Adam rested quietly in the trunk, the frantic thumping having stopped a good ten miles back. Michael pocketed the sedative he’d administered to both of them to keep them quiet and pulled the hood of his heavy winter jacket over his nearly bald head. 
 
   He loaded the footlocker onto a hand truck and secured it with a bungee cord. A muffled groan came from inside and a cloud of worsening decomposition leaked from between the lid’s seams. Adam had responded to being warmed up, but it had cost his body precious time. Michael grabbed Miranda’s file, the container with the umbilical cord and placenta, and did a brief mental inventory to make sure that he had all the things he immediately needed.
 
   “It’s going to be all right, son.” 
 
   He needed to believe that.
 
   He tied a sling made from a piece of bed sheet around his neck and tested its strength to make sure it would support Amelie’s weight. He opened her door, keeping her out of the wind the best he could, and nestled her against his chest. He zippered the oversized coat around both of them and loaded his pistol. There were at least two survivors inside, Reid and Frank, who they’d left behind. He had no idea how many infected. 
 
   Snot dripped from his nose as he crossed the parking lot to the main entrance, dragging the cart behind him. He’d given five years of his life to this place and beneath the chaos, the damage, and the grim bodies swaying in warning, the place hadn’t changed. He doubted that Nixon had, either.
 
   “Keep out.” He read the warning aloud. 
 
   Unfortunately, that wasn’t an option. 
 
   He dragged the cart over the threshold and the wheels stuck in the track of the open automatic doors. He gave a sharp tug and felt Amelie move inside his coat. The wind kicked up a cloud of ash and he coughed, shuddering when the sound echoed loudly against the high ceiling. He turned on a battery-operated lantern and uncoiled a thick skein of rope, which he used to gently lower the hand truck to the basement floor, figuring the lab level was best-equipped for the work he needed to do.
 
   Amelie started to come around and he administered another extremely weak dose of sedative. He held her close and used only one hand to steady himself as he made his way toward the lantern’s artificial light. Each footstep rang out, his heavy boots clanging against the flimsy metal which rattled under the strain of his weight.  Amelie breathed slow and deep and he felt the rise and fall of her against him. 
 
   “I promise I won’t hurt you.” He held her tighter as his foot dangled toward the floor. He missed the last rung of the ladder and stumbled backward into the trunk. The light wobbled and created disorienting shadows in the narrow space. He grabbed the cart handle and headed toward the nearest lab. The doors no longer required security clearance to access.
 
   He lined one of several bassinettes with his coat and laid Amelie inside where she continued her drug-induced slumber. Several of the cabinets hung open, as did a few of the drawers. Michael prayed the antivirus hadn’t been discovered. Nixon kept a stash in each of the labs in the event of emergency or panic. This was both. He pulled out the furthest drawer to the right, emptied its contents onto the stainless steel countertop, and flipped it over. While there were public storage spaces, Nixon and the few other physicians knew where the secret doses were kept. A single piece of packing tape held four syringes to the drawer’s underside, and while Michael had hoped for more, he had enough to get him started. He lined the syringes next to one another on the tray near where Amelie lay sleeping. 
 
   He meant what he had said. He would avoid hurting her at all costs, and started first with blood from the umbilical cord and placenta. He prepped several syringes and aspirated as much as he could from the cord. The stem cells, if all went well, would prevent replication of the infection. Nixon’s antivirus, alone, had been ineffective as a cure because the virus spread faster than it was killed. Combining the two, he expected results. 
 
   Adam desperately needed them. 
 
   He opened the trunk lid and expected the worst. Adam’s white eyes shimmered, luminescent in the dim lantern light. His pale complexion had deep undertones of blue. A round sore had formed on his cheek and blood painted his tiny lips. He’d gotten one of his arms free and had gnawed his right thumb to a bony nub. Michael injected another dose of the sedative into his bicep and lifted his lifeless body onto the examination table. 
 
   Part of him knew the effects of the virus, at this late stage and with no life with which to generate new cells, were irreversible. The father in him refused to believe it. The alternative of ending his son’s short life and living alone was too dismal a thought to bear. Adam was all he had left, and knew if Ashley were still alive she would’ve never let him give up, not until every option had been tried and then some. He turned Adam’s head to the side, his heart pounding with anticipation, and injected the combination of stem cells and antivirus into his carotid artery. All he could do, now, was wait.
 
   


 
   
  
 

CHAPTER 53
 
    
 
   A sharp pain appeared in Frank’s chest and he pressed his palm into it, struggling to breathe. 
 
   He took a small, glass bottle from inside his shirt pocket and shook the last nitroglycerine tablet into his palm. He put the tiny, white pill under his tongue and swallowed the burning, acidic taste he was more than used to. The pain subsided and his heartbeat steadied, but things were getting worse and he’d need more pills sooner than later.
 
   He took a deep breath and stifled a cough with his sleeve, afraid of alerting anyone or anything of his presence. Losing his gun made him vulnerable and he couldn’t open the supply closet door fast enough. He picked up the single key which he used to get his pistol out of the locked supply cabinet. Holding it provided some small relief, but this was no place to be alone. He was sorry for sending John away and sorrier for how he had treated him. 
 
   A visitor’s map hung on the wall. He studied it, looking for someplace to replenish his prescription. There wasn’t a listing for pharmacy, but the I.C.U. on the third floor would likely have what he needed. He climbed the nearest stairs, his legs weak and his breathing tight, and took a puff of his inhaler midway. He doubled over and held the railing until the worst of the spell passed and wondered what he was fighting for. His old body begged him to stop moving as he staggered onto the third floor. A loud crash, the pounding of something against a door, echoed down the hall. He swallowed the knot of fear lodged in his throat and moved with his back pressed against the wall. 
 
   “Help!” 
 
   Someone was trapped.
 
   Frank walked toward the muffled cries and stopped at a set of double-doors reinforced with a chain and padlock. He pulled the lock and found it secure.
 
   “Back away from the door.” He fired a single, shattering round. The lock blew apart and the chain split. The door flew open and Max Reid rushed out of the I.C.U. covered in blood and dripping with sweat. A pile of dispatched undead piled up on the floor at his feet. Skull and hair dangled from the hammer in his hand. 
 
   “Help me close this!” 
 
   Frank could barely speak. The exertion and excitement sent him into a fit of vertigo that landed him on his knees.
 
   Reid fought for traction, his boots slick with gore, and let out a primal scream as he slammed the doors shut. He rewrapped the chain and tied the loose end for good measure.
 
   Frank held his hands to his head, willing the spinning to stop. Several deep breaths and a pull off his inhaler steadied him enough to think clearly. He leaned against the wall and struggled to his feet, asking the obvious question as soon as the words would come. “Are you bit?” He looked Reid over for bite marks or scratches.
 
   Reid, apparently unsure, checked himself. “No.” He shook his head and wiped the blood from his face, smearing it from forehead to chin.
 
   The door vibrated from bodies pressing against it. The chain rattled and threatened to let go.
 
   “We have to get out of here,” Frank said after a long pause, during which Reid attempted to straighten himself. “Where is the best place to find medication? What hasn’t been picked over?”
 
   Reid hesitated.
 
   “I saved your life, asshole. Pointing me in a direction is the least you can do.”
 
   Reid’s nostrils flared as he breathed. “First floor, past the chapel. Pharmacy is at the end of that hall”
 
   “And you’re sure there are supplies there?”
 
   “I guarantee it.” 
 
   Frank nodded and turned to walk away, despite the dull ache in his chest. 
 
   “Wait a minute.” Reid shook the mess from his hammer. “I’ll show you.” 
 
   Frank, though immediately suspicious, was in no position to refuse help. 
 
   The two of them headed downstairs in silence. Reid kept looking over his shoulder and stopping to listen.
 
   “Something you’re not telling me?” Frank tried to get a good look at Reid’s eyes, but was unable to. He opened the door to the first floor and a voice shouted for them to stop.
 
   Frank and Reid turned around, shoulder-to-shoulder, and faced the man.
 
   Frank kept his pistol tucked behind his back. 
 
   A beam of red light flickered from wall to wall and a dot danced across Reid’s forehead. 
 
   Frank gestured and when Reid turned his head toward one of the stay room’s windows, he could tell he saw it. 
 
   “Friend of yours?” he asked.
 
   The large, dark-haired man shook as he approached them with his face blood-spattered and his eyes wide. If it weren’t for the fact that he was moving, Frank would have guessed he was in shock. 
 
   “Give me your gun,” Reid whispered. “He’s with Nixon. Give me your gun.”
 
   “You have a hammer.” Frank held onto his pistol, terrified of being at the other end of it.
 
   “Brett, behind you!” Reid shouted.
 
   Brett turned around and Reid snatched Frank’s gun from him. Afraid using the hammer would kill him, he drove the pistol grip into the Brett’s skull and rendered him unconscious. The laser-sighted pistol skittered across the floor and Reid handed Frank back his gun before retrieving it.
 
   “Now we both have guns.” Reid patted the man down and smirked when he found a pair of handcuffs. He slapped them on the man’s wrists and dragged him down the ash-covered hallway. “You coming?” he asked.
 
   Frank nodded, afraid of what he signed on for.
 
   


 
   
  
 

CHAPTER 54
 
    
 
   Scott sat up in bed, startled by the deep and peaceful quiet. Amelie hadn’t cried for hours. He leapt out of bed to check on her, startling Miranda in the process.
 
   Dark circles surrounded Miranda’s eyes and she looked immediately at the empty portable crib. “Where’s Amelie?” She pulled the covers aside, revealing a dark pool of crimson around her and struggled to sit up.
 
   “I’m sure she’s fine,” Scott said in an attempt at calming her. He wasn’t a doctor, but he knew trauma and the pool of blood was too large for a normal delivery. “Penny probably took her downstairs so we could get some sleep.”
 
   Miranda shook her head. “Penny wouldn’t touch her.” She swung her legs over the side of the bed and stood up. Thick trails of blood spilled down her legs and pooled on the floor at her feet. She teetered and stumbled backward.
 
   “Miranda!” Scott caught her before she fell. She was dead weight in his arms as he lifted her back onto the bed. “You need help.”
 
   “I have to find Amelie.” 
 
   Scott knew if she wasn’t nearly bled out she’d be tearing through the house like a maniac.
 
   “I’ll bring her to you. Please, just lay back down.” He adjusted her pillows so that her feet were higher than her head. “Wait here while I get Michael.” 
 
   He closed the bedroom door and rushed downstairs, nearly falling in the process.  
 
   John stoked the living room fireplace. 
 
   “Have you seen Michael?”
 
   John raised his eyebrow. “You mean Doc?”
 
   “Yeah, the doctor.”
 
   “Not since last night.”
 
   Scott ran to the study. “Michael?” He called out and no one answered. “Michael, where are you?” He pushed open the study door and found the desk cleared of everything except for one scrap of paper he recognized from Miranda’s file. “Michael, come on.” Scott headed up the stairs, opening the bathroom door and closing it when the stench of feces hit him. “Michael?” A low growl came from one of the bedrooms, stopping Scott in his tracks. He listened at the door and reached for the knife he’d slept with, sheathed to his leg. He wondered if somehow the boy in the trunk had gotten loose. “Michael, are you in there?” 
 
   He turned the knob and found the door locked.
 
   “What’s going on?” John asked.
 
   “Nothing, go back downstairs.”
 
   John didn’t move. “What’s behind the door, Scott?”
 
   “No clue.” He examined the tiny hole in the door handle.
 
   Feral scratching came from the other side. 
 
   Scott went for the set of tiny screwdrivers he’d seen in the kitchen junk drawer and came back with the smallest of them. 
 
   “Look out.” He brushed John aside, put the flathead in the keyhole, and moved it around until he felt the metal settle into a groove in the lock. With Miranda just down the hall, he refused to make a single careless mistake.
 
   The lock clicked. Scott turned the door knob and pushed the door, meeting with some resistance. “Hello?” He put his shoulder to the door and shoved, knocking something over that had been propped against the other side.  A thin, blood-spattered hand reached for him and he slammed the door shut.
 
   “Shit!”
 
   John took a step forward and the color drained from his face. “What was that?”
 
   Scott shook his head, unable to answer. It wasn’t Michael or his son. It was Penny and somehow, she’d become infected. “Whatever happens, don’t let Miranda out of that room, you hear me?”
 
   John nodded.
 
   Scott pocketed the screwdriver and put his sweaty hand on the doorknob. His heart pounded and his mind raced with the repercussions of what he was about to do. He counted to three and shoved the door hard. Penny crashed into a pile of toys and an electronic spaceman toy called out, briefly distracting her. Foster scrambled to his feet and limped toward Scott with his back hunched and blood stains on his mouth. He had turned Penny, from the looks of things, and Scott dispatched him with a single stab through the forehead. His body dropped and Penny turned around. Her white eyes locked on Scott and she lurched forward. The wound in her leg ripped open and the stitches appeared like braided thorns tangled at her side. Silvery stretch marks covered her pale skin and blood spattered her pink bra and panties. She opened her mouth, preparing to bite, and Scott thrust the blade of his knife through her palate and into her brain. The long blade kept just enough distance between them that her teeth never touched his skin, but it was close. Too close. He pulled the knife free and shook the blood from his hand.
 
   He dragged Foster next to her and covered them both with a comforter.
 
   Miranda screamed and Scott rushed into the master bedroom door, careful not to step in the blood. 
 
   “Miranda, what happened?”
 
   She kept her back to him and stared out the window. Two, bloody hand prints painted the glass. “He’s gone,” she said softly. 
 
   “Who’s gone?” 
 
    “Michael,” she said. “His truck is gone and he took Amelie with him.” 
 
   


 
   
  
 

CHAPTER 55
 
    
 
   Brett’s dead weight pulled on Reid’s shoulder which hadn’t been right since Scott shot him seven months ago. 
 
   Frank followed closely behind him. 
 
   “I have to tell you something,” Reid said. 
 
   Frank took a puff of his inhaler. “What is it?”
 
   “I quarantined the pharmacy. There were a couple dozen infected, maybe more. It’s possible they’ve starved, but…”
 
   “It’s possible they haven’t.” 
 
   Reid nodded. A viral surge warmed him from the inside out. A haze clouded his vision and then cleared. “You ready?” 
 
   Frank shrugged. “As I’ll ever be.”
 
   Brett twitched and was starting to come around. 
 
   Reid opened the door as quietly as he could and pushed it so Frank could reach it. “Here, hold this.” 
 
   “Got it.”
 
   Reid dragged Brett inside. 
 
   A large window separated the dispensary from the waiting area. Two doors on either side of the room provided the only access to the pharmacy and adjoining stock room. A common area connected the hospital’s service departments: equipment maintenance, the employee mail room, and laundry. 
 
   Several wheelchairs, tagged for repair, lined the hallway.
 
   Reid grabbed a pile of bed sheets from a laundry cart. “Help me get him into one of those chairs.” 
 
   Frank grabbed the first in line. The wheels screeched and one of them nearly fell off as he pushed it. Reid cringed and hoisted Brett into the chair. Finding the thin, worn sheets hard to tie, he tore them into large strips. He restrained Brett’s torso to the back of the chair, his legs to the foot rests, and his arms to the arm rest, and when he was finished, Brett’s eyes fluttered open.
 
   “Close the other doors,” Reid said to Frank.
 
   Frank sealed off access from the other departments, isolating the pharmacy and common area.
 
   Reid checked the dispensary doors, and finding them locked, smashed the windows out with the hammer.
 
   Shattered glass fell to the tile and moans came through the opening. 
 
   By this time, Brett had come fully around. He rocked the chair and tried to work himself free, but the pulling only made the knots tighter. “What the hell are you doing?”
 
   “Setting up bait.” Reid reached inside the left door and undid the lock. He pointed at the other one and Frank followed suit. “Get ready to run.” Reid swung the door wide open and made as much noise as he could, drawing the infected out. “Hello,” he shouted. “Anyone hungry?” Brett fell silent and a look of panic washed over him. “Come on, Brett. Call for help or something.” A loud crash came from inside and an emaciated intern staggered toward the door. His bloodstained, blue lab coat hung half off his shoulder, and his leg dragged when he walked. A tear in his pants showed a festering bite wound and yellow-green pus bubbled from his skin with each slow step.
 
   Brett worked to get his arms free and his muscles flexed from strain. He hooked his hands over the ends of the arm rests and pulled as though that would help loosen the knots. 
 
   “I don’t think so.” Reid shook his head, grinned, and hurried across the room. He lifted the hammer and brought it down on Brett’s knuckles. Blood gushed from the wound and Brett screamed. “There you go. Good. Do that.”
 
   More infected appeared in the hallway leading away from the stockroom. 
 
   Frank kept watch on the other door. “It’s working,” he whispered. “They’re going that way.”
 
   Sweat poured down Brett’s face, which twisted with pain.
 
   “Scream,” Reid ordered and when Brett refused, he bashed in his other hand. Brett howled and Reid gave Frank the sign. “Now.”
 
   Frank pushed open the other door. Reid followed him quickly inside. 
 
   The horde descended on Brett with furious hunger. They tore at his clothes and chewed at his exposed flesh, starting with his face. He screamed as they ate out his eyes, and had grown silent by the time another tore off his ear. Blood dripped from the seat of the wheelchair and his head fell to one side. The ravenous infected picked at him like carrion.
 
   Reid pushed a tall, gray filing cabinet in front of each of the pharmacy doors to cover the voids from the broken out windows.
 
   Frank bent over, coughing and wheezing. 
 
   Reid ignored the thick smell of decomposition and checked the back room for stragglers. “Oh shit.” His already nauseous stomach turned at the sight of the bodies too picked-clean to reanimate. The infected had their way with those poor souls and from the teeth marks etched in the bones, had gone back because they were starving. He wiped the sweat from his face and doubled-over with stomach cramps.
 
   Frank stood in the store room doorway. “You all right?”
 
   Reid looked up and saw a spark of recognition in Frank’s expression. “I’m fine.” He lowered his eyes and sorted through the large white bottles on the shelves. 
 
   Frank rummaged through the pharmacist’s desk and found a pair of promotional bags, the kind left behind by the drug reps, in the bottom drawer. 
 
   “Here.” He handed one of them to Reid, added a variety of pills and inhalers to the other, and suddenly became very quiet.
 
    “Take it you found what you were looking for?” Reid asked.
 
   Frank nodded and held up a clear plastic box full of pre-loaded syringes. “Think I found what you’re looking for, too.”
 
   


 
   
  
 

CHAPTER 56
 
    
 
   In the dim cabin bedroom, time was hard to keep track of. It seemed like weeks since Allison had escaped, though only hours ago she’d been free for probably the last time in her life. She stared into the flickering oil lantern flame and started to cry. Two large bandages wrapped around her feet and searing pain radiated up her legs. She peeled aside the blanket, remembering the amputation as though recalling a dream, and squinted to see the blooms of blood spreading through the gauze on both feet.
 
   This was only the start of her punishment for running away.
 
   Zach sat on a chair in the corner, his head in his hands and his leg jumping up and down. 
 
   She searched her mind for something to say that would make things right after placing blame on him for trying to keep her alive. She couldn’t be against him. Not when the only thing certain was her death. 
 
   Feet shuffled outside the door. Boxes slid across the hardwood floor. It sounded as though Nixon was packing. 
 
   “What’s happening?” she finally asked.
 
   Zach lifted his head. His eyes were red and swollen. “I have to get you out of here.” Blood smeared his cheek and he must’ve noticed her looking because he looked at his fingertips. “I tried to get to the window.” She followed his gaze to the bloody edge of the plywood. He’d tried so hard to pry the board loose that he broke two of his nails back past the skin.
 
   She swung her legs over the edge of the cot to see if she could walk on her heels. Debilitating pain knocked her down as soon as her bandaged feet hit the floor. She collapsed and cried out in pain. 
 
   Zach rushed over to help her. “I’m so sorry.” He cradled her in his arms and gently lowered her onto the cot.
 
   She grabbed his shirt and held him close, weeping into his broad chest. “It’s never going to be over, is it?” 
 
   The door opened and Nixon stepped inside. “It will be, soon enough,” he said. “There’s been a change of circumstances.”
 
   Zach stood between her and Nixon. “I’m not going to let you hurt her again.”
 
   “I didn’t hurt her, Zach. I saved her. I’ve been saving her all along, and while yes, I’ve had to hold her here to do it, I’ve kept my word which is more than I can say for you.”
 
   “You took her away from me.”
 
   “I took her away from the chaos. She was too weak and sick to survive it. You forced my hand, but I’m going to give you a chance to make it up to me.”
 
   “Make it up to you?” Zach snorted out a laugh. “Why would I ever?”
 
   Nixon pushed the bedroom door open so that both Zach and Allison could see into the living area. An infant lay still, wrapped in a blue blanket and fastened to a back board on top of the butcher’s block. A guard stood to its left, holding up an I.V. bag. 
 
   “Because I finally have what I need.”
 
   Allison looked at Zach, her eyes narrow with suspicion. She listened, but didn’t ask for an explanation, figuring the answers would come soon enough. What she was hearing in Nixon’s tone was a way out, a compromise. Maybe more than that. She shifted her position and hissed out a pained breath. 
 
   Zach reached for her hand. 
 
   Nixon stepped around him to see her. “May I?” Allison lowered her head to hide her tears. “She needs something for the pain,” he said to Zach. He pulled an empty syringe and a vial from his pocket and showed it to her. “Look, morphine. That’s all.”
 
   Allison read the label and wiped her nose on the back of her hand. She nodded in agreement, desperate for relief. 
 
   Nixon drew up a dose and injected her, gently this time. “You’re going to be all right,” he said. “As long as Zach does what I ask, you’ll survive. A little worse for the wear, but you’ll live. I promise.”
 
   Allison’s eyes drifted closed, the pain slowly leaving her, but not before she heard the bargain.
 
   “What do I have to do?” Zach asked.
 
   “Help me take back the center.”
 
   


 
   
  
 

CHAPTER 57
 
    
 
   The common area outside the pharmacy had gone, more or less, quiet. The infected gnawed Brett near to the bone. 
 
   Frank lowered the shade over the dispensary window to block the view.
 
   “You have a plan to get us out of here, right?” He handed Reid the syringes.
 
   Reid collapsed into a wheeled office chair and put his head in his hands. “Yeah, sure I do.” He dropped his bag of pills on the floor.
 
    “When were you going to tell me?” Frank asked. 
 
   Reid sighed. “How did you even know?”
 
   “Your eyes gave it away.” 
 
   Reid lifted his shirt and pushed the needle into the tiny fat pad covering his stomach. He depressed the plunger and set the empty syringe on the desk.
 
   Frank picked it up and dropped it into a red sharps container hanging on the wall. “What was that about out there?” He pointed toward the waiting area. “Aren’t you two on the same side?”
 
    “Hardly.” Reid scoffed. “If I hadn’t seen this coming, I’d have been dead already.”
 
   “What do you mean?”
 
   “I’ve been taking the shots since the outbreak. You can’t live with these things and not expect to get bit, but it wasn’t a bite that got me.” Reid unburdened his soul about the baby he’d passed off as Miranda’s and how he lied about her being dead. “Nixon’s been hunting me for months and he injected me with tainted blood to test whether or not the baby I gave him was hers. The shots slowed down the virus, but I can’t say for how much longer.”
 
   Frank sighed. “Looks like we have more than one common enemy.”
 
   “Nixon sent me back here with Brett to get Miranda’s corpse. I can’t bring him what I don’t have, and without it, there’s no cure. That’s about as fucked as a guy can get, right?”
 
   Frank scratched his head and saw his opportunity to get back at Scott. “Not necessarily. What if I told you I knew where she was?” 
 
   Reid raised his eyebrows. “I’d ask what’s in it for you.”
 
   A loud thump came at the pharmacy door followed by the clawing of nails as the infected tried to get in. 
 
   “We need to get out of here.” Frank whispered.
 
   Reid shouldered his bag of supplies and stood. “What do you have for ammo?” 
 
   Frank checked his clip. “Six shots.”
 
   Reid checked the gun he’d taken off of Brett. “It’s more than I’ve got. We’ll have to improvise. See anything around here we can use as a weapon?” Reid sorted through the desk drawers. 
 
   Frank looked around the room and then sifted through the mess on top of the desk. He pushed aside a stack of unopened mail and saw a silver handle. “There’s this.” He handed Reid the blade-like opener.
 
   Reid seemed unimpressed. “Anything else?” He searched the storage room and came back empty handed. He took the hammer out of his belt loop and examined a slight crack in the handle. “Guess we’ll have to make do.” He pushed aside the gray, metal filing cabinet and a sea of flailing arms came through the open window. A chorus of moans filled the small space as the infected grasped for a meal. 
 
   A petite, infected female led the pack. The top half of her head was the only thing visible above the large, rectangular window. Reid drove the letter opener into her eye, far enough that his hand touched her face and the spike came through the other side with a crack.
 
   Frank lifted the edge of the shade, helpless to do more than just watch. “Look out.”
 
   A male clawed his way through the pack. Pieces of Brett’s uniform stuck between his jagged teeth. Reid raised the hammer and lowered the claw into the man’s skull, killing him instantly. He pulled the hook from the man’s head and his body collapsed on top of the woman’s.
 
   Frank was afraid to walk past them. “Help me move this.” He tried to clear the other window, but the cabinet was too heavy. Reid hesitated. “Come on, you can’t take them all out yourself.”
 
   Reid slid the filing cabinet across the floor and the horde frenzied, some of them turning their attention toward Frank.
 
   Frank took aim and fired. “Six.” The male with the hole in his pants and the gaping thigh wound went down. “Five.” Another shot took down an elderly female. Reid kept to the window, cutting down those he could reach with the claw of the hammer. “Four.” He counted down until there were only two infected left. 
 
   “One shot left,” Frank said, “And two of them.” His ears rang from the repetitive noise and his chest ached from the stress. 
 
   Reid threw open the door and ran out into the room with the hammer held high over his head.
 
   “What the hell are you doing?” Frank fought the lightheadedness.
 
   Reid was a bloody blur as he attacked the largest of the remaining infected with the hammer. The first blow cracked the man’s skull, but he kept coming. The break distorted his face. Reid leveled a second, fatal hit. The frail, elderly woman went down quickly and easily. “Come on!” he said and waved for Frank to hurry.
 
   Frank’s heart raced. A squeezing sensation formed in his chest and the pressure spread to his right arm. He reached for his nitroglycerine tablets, but dropped the bottle. The pain worsened and made him feel weak. He held onto the counter and willed his legs to move, but he was frozen. The room spun and the smell of death made his nausea worse as he waited for his pacer to fire. 
 
   “Help me,” he whispered.
 
   Reid rushed over to him and caught him just as he started to fall.
 
    
 
   


 
   
  
 

CHAPTER 58
 
    
 
   Blood soaked into the beige carpet and an intermittent trickle ran down Miranda’s legs. Crimson handprints stained the window panes and the master bedroom resembled a crime scene. Miranda stared at the empty parking space, wondering how long ago Michael had left and how she could have slept through him taking her daughter who was only feet away in the crib. She held a receiving blanket to her face and breathed in the delicate fragrance of the pink baby lotion she’d slathered Amelie with after washing her. 
 
   “I was wrong. We shouldn’t have let the boy go,” she said. Scott stood silently beside her. “Michael wouldn’t have wanted Amelie if it wasn’t for his son.” The statement rang half-true, even as she said it. The world needed a cure, and Amelie was at the crux. If it hadn’t been Michael coming for her, it would have eventually been Nixon. This close to the center, she could almost feel his presence. “We have to get her back,” she said, though she could barely stand.
 
   Scott lifted her arm around his neck and walked her to the attached bathroom. “We’ll find her, but we have to get you taken care of first.” 
 
   She leaned her head on his shoulder and closed her eyes as clots spilled from inside of her. 
 
   John stared from the doorway and Scott looked over at him.
 
   “There’s a pack from the hospital, downstairs. Bring me the box of pads, would you?” Scott lowered Miranda onto the toilet and when John moved away, helped her out of her underwear.
 
   Blood ran out of her and splashed the water’s surface in spurts like a leaky faucet. 
 
   Scott stripped off his shirt and washed his hands. The blood on them wasn’t hers. 
 
   “What happened?” she asked. Her voice was barely a whisper.
 
   Scott took the washcloth off the towel rack and soaked it with soap and water. “Nothing, it’s fine.” He knelt in front of her and started washing her legs. 
 
   The cold water made her shiver.
 
   He lifted her soiled dress to wash her thighs and she grabbed his wrist, terrified that he had done something to make Michael angry, that he had been early on the two weeks. “You gave your word.” She choked up, praying that it wasn’t Scott’s fault Amelie had been taken.
 
   “It’s not the boy’s, Miranda.” A moment of silence followed before he told her the truth. “It’s Penny’s. Somehow she and Foster were infected.”
 
   “Oh, God. We have to get out of here.” The thought of being locked in with two infected terrified her. Now, more than ever, she needed to stay safe. Amelie’s safe return depended on it. She reached for the edge of the sink to help her stand. 
 
   Scott eased her back down. “I took care of it. We’re safe.”
 
   She buried her face in her hands and wept. The memory of the joy on Penny’s parents’ faces when Penny arrived home made the loss hurt worse. “How could this have happened?”
 
   “Foster’s injury, I guess. It didn’t look like a bite, but apparently the infection spreads other ways.” Scott lifted her dress over her head and traded her soiled clothes for clean ones. “We have to be careful. Seems we’re all in more trouble than we thought.”
 
   The reality of having lost two more in their dwindling group hit home. Sadness for Penny magnified her worry for Amelie’s safety and she wondered if all of the fighting, if risking her life to save the women at the Nixon Center, was for nothing. 
 
   “I’m sorry, Miranda.” Scott wiped the tears from her cheek.
 
   John cleared his throat and handed Scott a pack of sanitary napkins over his shoulder with his back to the bathroom.
 
   “Thanks,” he said and looked up when John didn’t leave. “Something else?”
 
   “I should have known something was wrong,” John said.
 
   “Why do you say that?” 
 
   John shrugged. “I heard shuffling around and growling. The doctor gave me something for pain so I thought I was hearing things, but what else would make that noise?”
 
   Miranda held her hand to her forehead, the room spinning as she descended into a pit of worry and angst.
 
   “What about Amelie?” Scott asked John. “Do you remember the last time you heard her crying?”
 
   John shook his head. “I heard some doors opening and closing early this morning. Figured Michael was out at the truck again, but there wasn’t any crying.”
 
   A cold chill swept through Miranda and she shivered. Scott came in and out of focus and John’s voice became distorted. She swallowed, hard, several times to clear her ears. The blood flow between her legs increased to a steady, urine-like stream and made her weaker. She leaned her head against the vanity, suddenly too woozy to sit up.
 
   “Miranda, honey.” Scott patted her hand between his. “Miranda, can you hear me?”
 
   In her head, she said “yes”.
 
   Clearly, Scott didn’t hear her.
 
   


 
   
  
 

CHAPTER 59
 
    
 
   Sun poured through a wall of sealed glass that was used in place of windows. Dust and ash caked the top of the heating and air conditioning unit that served as a sill. Two hospital beds lay side-by-side and empty. The once white blankets, now gray after the fire, were wrinkled from being soaked by the sprinkler system. Mold grew in concentric swirls on the wall and the bitter tang of mildew filled the air. A chair tucked under the doorknob reinforced the lock and a blue curtain covered the small rectangular window. 
 
   Death scratched on the other side of the door.
 
   Frank tried not to think too hard about that. A restrictive tightness spread through his chest and he ached, bruised from the fall. Wherever they were now, Reid had transported him by wheelchair. Frank coughed and cleared his throat. 
 
   “What the hell happened?” He pushed the feet rests out of his way and checked to see that the brakes were on. His legs shook under his weight and then settled. 
 
   Reid sat down on one of the beds, trying to tie a square of white sheet. “We’re even,” he said through clenched teeth. “Worst time ever to pass out, by the way.”
 
   “No, I mean what happened to you?” Frank checked Reid’s eyes for signs of infection and found none, though there was one bullet left in his pistol if he needed it. 
 
   Reid tugged the knot and the loop fell apart. “It’s this goddamned shoulder again.”
 
   Frank took things slowly—a step, then two—and when he was sure he was stable, made his way over to Reid. “Let me have a look.” 
 
   Reid hesitated.
 
   “I was a medic for longer than you’ve been alive. Hold your arm like this.” Frank bent his elbow at a ninety degree angle.
 
   Reid’s face twisted with agony as he imitated the position.
 
   Frank examined the lax joint, pushing with his finger to feel for what he really needed an x-ray to be sure of. 
 
   Reid jumped when Frank pressed on his deltoid and tried to move the arm. “Shit! That hurts.”
 
   “Looks dislocated.” Frank considered the best way to get it back in place. “Lie down.” The pounding and rattling of the door increased the sense of urgency. “I have to get it back in place and this is the easiest way to do it. It’s going to hurt like hell until it’s fixed, so lay down.”
 
   Reid reluctantly complied. 
 
   Ash and mildew permeated the air as his weight settled on the mattress. Frank turned his head to avoid breathing it in. He placed his one hand on Reid’s shoulder and the other on his forearm, maintaining the ninety degree angle. 
 
   “You have something to bite on?” Frank asked.
 
   Reid turned his head away. “Just do it.”
 
   Frank gently rotated the arm out to the left. Reid nearly shot out of the bed. He screamed and the noise stirred the horde outside the door. 
 
   “Relax,” Frank said, unable to move the arm because of the tension. 
 
   “You relax,” Reid snapped.
 
   “I mean it. If you don’t loosen up, I can’t do this.” Frank let go of his arm and looked through the pills in the bag. He shook a couple of Percocet into his hand and gave them to Reid. “Take these,” he said.
 
   Reid sat up enough to dry-swallow them, and then fell back onto the pillow. 
 
   “Ready?” Frank asked.
 
   Reid closed his eyes. “This time, don’t stop.”
 
   Frank resumed the in and out manipulations with the arm bent and the shoulder still. Reid groaned and bit his clenched fist, his knuckles white from tension. He’d nearly broke skin by the time the shoulder moved into place. 
 
   “Got it.” Frank tied the cotton sling and helped Reid sit up. “Better?” Reid nodded. He slipped the sling over his head and Frank helped settle the arm into place. “You’ll need to keep it immobilized until you heal, at least a little.” 
 
   Reid moved his arm and hissed, drawing a breath through his teeth. 
 
   Frank went to the door and pushed aside the curtain. A bloody handprint obscured his view, but he could make out a sea of heads. “We probably shouldn’t have used guns,” he said, knowing it was the noise that drew the attention. “You have a plan for getting out of this?”
 
   Reid shook his head. “I was improvising the last time.”
 
   


 
   
  
 

CHAPTER 60
 
    
 
   The crowded medevac helicopter touched down in the center’s main parking lot just before noon. The draft from the whirling chopper blades blew sheets across the pavement, toppled abandoned wheelchairs, and created a vacuum which drew a cloud of ashen dust from the main entrance. 
 
   Icy gusts of wind cut through Nixon’s sweat-soaked shirt. He flexed his aching hands and wrists, which were strained from performing repeated chest compressions during CPR on the hybrid infant, who he’d nearly lost twice during the flight. 
 
   “Wayne, you’re going to have to open the doors for me.” He shouted over the chopper noise to the overweight cook who was good for little else. “Corey, help Zach get Allison to a safe room. Fifth floor, if you can manage, and lock her in.” Zach shot him a nasty look. “It’s for her protection. I don’t have any idea what we’re dealing with in there, and she’s in no condition to protect herself. Corey, once she’s settled, I want you to go out back and manually start the generators. I need power ASAP, so be quick about it.” Paul shut down the helicopter, took off his helmet, and turned around. Nixon gestured in the direction of the trunks of weapons and ammunition stowed in the small cargo area. “Paul and Joe, start cleaning out the infected. I want everybody out of there, dead and alive.” 
 
   Paul smoothed his hand over his slicked-back hair. “Even Max Reid?” 
 
   “Especially Reid,” Nixon said. “He’s been trouble long enough. Zach, get Allison safe and settled.” He turned to Joe. “Give me your pistol.” Joe hesitated. “I’m not asking, Joe. You can take any other one you want. I need Allison upstairs. Come on.” Joe handed Nixon his laser sight-fitted pistol and Nixon, in turn, handed it to Zach. “Once she’s comfortable, I want you looking for Reid, specifically. You get a shot, you take it. You understand? No questions asked.” He debated clueing Zach in that Reid might well be infected and decided against it.
 
   Zach tapped the rail-mounted sight and a red dot appeared on the ground ahead of him. “And if I don’t?” He tapped the sight again to turn it off.
 
   “I’m not the second chances type, Zach. Don’t push me. I hired you because you can shoot. Nothing about that has changed. Allison’s life is as much in my hands as it ever was, and I’ve held up my end of the bargain, despite the mess you caused here. Kill Reid,” he ordered. “And bring me his body.”
 
   Joe held out a shoulder holster. “Might as well give you this, too.”
 
   Zach slipped his arms through the straps and secured the gun to hang on his left side. Corey unfastened Allison’s safety belt and lifted her toward the exit. Zach opened his arms to receive her. She was nearly unconscious, sedated by the heavy doses of painkiller. Large, white bandages wrapped around her feet and her head fell against Zach’s chest when he cradled her frail, limp body.
 
   Nixon lifted her eyelids and shined a light into them. He felt her pulse and examined her legs. “She’s going to be okay,” he said. “As long as you do what you’re asked this time.” He reached up toward Corey and grabbed the end of the bulky backboard. “Push him this way.” He gestured for Corey to twist the backboard so that he could reach the straps holding the infant. He unfastened the boy, set his I.V. bag on his chest, and swaddled him in a blanket that was meant to be a barrier against the elements as much as anything else. He fitted a tiny oxygen mask over his face, tightened the straps, and hoisted the portable tank onto his back. He adjusted the tubing and headed toward the front door.
 
   The wind picked up and something swayed from the fixtures to the right of the entrance. Paul, who carried a trunk of supplies in front of him, was the first to see what it was. 
 
   “You’ve got to be shitting me,” he said.
 
   Mike and Jim, two of the last three men Nixon sent after Reid hung by their necks. Both of them had been shot.
 
   “Keep out.” Nixon struggled to read the words carved into the flesh. Between the gas-induced bloating and the toll taken by the weather, the letters were almost indiscernible. “Not very original, is he? Cut them down.”
 
   Joe and Paul looked at each other and then at Zach.
 
   “You heard the man,” Paul said, the gusts of wind barely moving his gelled hair. “Cut them down.”
 
   Joe’s muscled arms twitched as he unsheathed the knife strapped to his leg and tried to get the rope. Even at over 6 feet, he wasn’t tall enough to reach. He slid the case he’d been carrying next to the body and climbed on top of it. “You at least going to help me over here?” The wind picked up, spreading the rotting smell. Paul turned his head away and steadied the swinging body by its feet. Joe sawed on the rope which frayed, groaned, and eventually gave up. The first body dropped and Paul stepped back, letting it hit the pavement with a slushy thud. Blood poured from the man’s mouth and the smell worsened.
 
   Nixon checked the infant, unable to waste further time. “I have to get him inside,” he said and gestured for Wayne to lead. 
 
   Wayne reluctantly shuffled inside.
 
   “We’re headed to the fifth floor,” Nixon said, eyeing the pile of burnt bodies in the Ambulatory Surgery waiting room.
 
   “Maybe we should wait for the others. Paul and Joe should be with you, not me.” Sweat beaded on the fat man’s brow, magnifying the stench of eggs and onions rolling off of him. 
 
   “Why? You’re not capable of opening some doors?” Nixon stood in front of the stairwell, wondering if Wayne could make the climb. “There’s nothing to be afraid of.”
 
   Wayne pulled the door open and Nixon squeezed, sideways, past him. A sense of vulnerability set in as he adjusted his grip on the infant, unarmed and unguarded. 
 
   Neither of them spoke as they ascended. 
 
   Nixon struggled to hear anything over the sound of Wayne’s wheezing. Shhh. Something had changed. The deep rising and falling of the boy’s chest had been replaced by smaller movements and a sound that could only be described as death rattles. Nixon placed his ear to the boy’s chest.
 
   “We have to hurry.” 
 
   He took the final flight two stairs at a time. The door to the fifth floor hallway was closed, and as he moved toward it, he realized he couldn’t wait for Wayne to open it. He shifted the boy’s weight and reached for the knob with his shaking hand. He pulled the door toward him and a familiar stench crept into his nostrils. The dispatched bodies of two infected construction workers stood between him and his office at the other end of the hall. There had been dozens of men working on the wing and if these two hadn’t made it out during the evacuation, certainly others hadn’t, either.
 
   The door slammed behind him and he hurried down the hall at a pace just short of a jog. The boy gurgled and spattered the oxygen mask with bloody mucous. He started to shake and then went stiff.
 
   “Dammit.”
 
    A hammer skidded down the hall and three more infected construction workers emerged from behind the hanging plastic sheeting.
 
   “Dr. Nixon, wait.” Wayne stood doubled-over in the doorway, his face red and sweaty. 
 
   Nixon, unwilling to risk his or the boy’s safety, paused only long enough to look over his shoulder at the ravenous horde descending on Wayne. The sight of them attacking made him run faster. Wayne’s pained screams filled his ears as he rushed into the remains of his office and locked the door behind him. He panted, out of breath, and ached from the climb. The combined weight of the oxygen tank and the boy had quickly become a strain. 
 
   The boy coughed again and his eyes rolled back in his head. 
 
   “No, no. Don’t do this to me!”
 
   Nixon stepped over Lois, his former secretary, whose corpse lay at his feet. Her body had decomposed so badly that if it hadn’t been for the outfit he’d last seen her wearing and the tightly wound bun of gray hair, he might not have known it was her at all. He cleared a space on the floor away from her and laid the boy out, praying the antivirus would slow his demise long enough to collect the samples he needed. He ran into the bathroom and pulled open the medicine cabinet, slamming the heel of his hand into the wall when he found it empty. 
 
   “Damn it!” He kicked a prescription bottle across the bathroom floor and ran his hands through his gray hair. He searched the wreckage, hoping the shots had been misplaced, but knowing there wasn’t a chance. Few people would have known what those shots were. Fewer would know where to look for them. Nixon narrowed his suspect list to one and wondered what Reid was up to.
 
   


 
   
  
 

CHAPTER 61
 
    
 
   A bitter wind blew through the atrium. Paul’s hands stiffened from the cold and a clear thread of snot ran from his nose. He fumbled the clasp of the storage bin, sneezed, and opened the lid. “Here.” He replaced Joe’s pistol with one exactly like the one Nixon had given to Zach. 
 
   “This isn’t going to be enough.” Joe shook his head. “The sight helps, but not against dozens.”
 
   Paul brushed his hair away from his face and pulled on a black hat to manage it now that his gel had given up. He picked up one of a dozen frag grenades.
 
   “Get serious.” Joe shook his head. “You want to be in a narrow, interior hallway when that thing goes off?”
 
   Honestly, no, he didn’t, but there were some advantages. “Wait a minute.” Paul remembered the landscaping truck abandoned out front. He pulled the hat down over his ears and rushed out into the cold. A blue tarp covered the bed of a rusted, white pick-up truck and he dropped the tailgate to see what was inside.
 
   “Perfect.” 
 
   He ran back to Joe with a chainsaw dangling from each hand.
 
   For a minute, Joe didn’t say anything.
 
   “Think about it--distance, unlimited use.” Paul unscrewed one of the gas caps. “This one’s full.”
 
   Joe checked the other. “This one, too.” He holstered the pistol and fired up the chainsaw. Smoke poured out of the engine and cleared when he choked the engine to idle. Paul did the same and the two of them headed down the hall.
 
   “Why do you think Nixon’s doing it?” Paul asked.
 
   “Doing what?” Joe kept his eyes straight ahead.
 
   “Keeping Zach placated. Nixon said it himself, he’s not the second chances type.” 
 
   Joe nodded toward the shadow-covered wall and opened the chainsaw’s throttle.
 
   The chain spun and the shadows picked up speed, headed in the noise’s direction. The pack moved quickly, their posture slumped and their bodies decomposing. A dozen or so infected adults and one child clamored for pole position. A bald-headed girl wearing footie pajamas moved to the front of the pack. Plastic stuck out from between her teeth and a gnawed off length of IV tubing dangled from under her sleeve.
 
   Joe knocked her aside and tore through the adults, singlehandedly decapitating four former patients who were discernible from the others by their hospital gowns and robes. 
 
   Blood sprayed everywhere and Paul squinted to keep clear of the spatter as he charged and took out two victims of his own.
 
   The chain ripped through the flesh, barely missing a beat as it severed through each of their spines and sent their heads flying toward the walls. 
 
   “Joe, watch out!”
 
   A middle-aged man with stringy, long hair, a drawn face, and nearly translucent skin, ran toward him. His dogged determination marked him as a physical threat. 
 
   Joe hacked at the air and narrowly missed his target. The emaciated man kept coming and forced Joe against the wall. Joe carved at the air and limbed the man’s outstretched arms inches at a time until there was nothing but bloody stumps wiggling from his shoulders. 
 
   Paul sawed his way through the others and leveled his chain at head-height. “Joe, over here.”
 
   Joe sent the man backward with a single, well-placed kick to the stomach. 
 
   Paul widened his stance and with a smooth motion, severed the infected man’s head. His long hair caught in the chain and spun, casting spray from floor to ceiling. Paul let off the throttle and the chainsaw sputtered out. He threw it on the ground with the head still attached and looked at the little girl. 
 
   The last of the group, she clawed at a closed door as though she could sense something inside.
 
   Joe revved the chainsaw and Paul intervened. The two of them were blood-soaked and dripping with biological shrapnel.
 
   “Wait.” Paul approached the girl whose deep-set eyes and thin face said she’d been dying long before the virus took her. In a world of sad things, this was the worst. He unholstered his pistol and sighted his shot, afraid that his shaking hands would make him miss. The red dot danced on her glistening, white scalp and finally settled. He said a silent prayer and pulled the trigger. She went down quickly and cleanly, and appeared pure against the carnage of much less sympathetic kills.
 
   Paul surveyed the destruction, the mess that would have to be cleaned and the bodies that would fuel the pyre—except for hers. Her, he planned to come back for and bury.
 
   Joe jiggled the doorknob of the room she’d been trying so desperately to get into. “It’s locked.” 
 
   Something crashed inside.
 
   “Look out.” Paul fired blindly through the curtained window. 
 
   A man’s scream echoed through the door. Whomever he’d shot wasn’t infected. 
 
   Joe picked up his chainsaw and shattered the glass with the butt end, clearing safe passage for his arm. He reached inside, but couldn’t quite get the lock.
 
   “Here, let me try.” While Joe’s arms were far more muscular, Paul’s were longer. He reached in, praying not to be attacked, and quickly found the lock. He released the button and Joe opened the door before his hand was all the way out.
 
   “Jesus, Joe. Give me a minute, would you?”
 
   “We’re already too late.” Joe pointed up at the drop-ceiling tile which had been moved to allow someone’s escape. A fabric sling dangled from the opening and bloody handprints dotted the metal framing. 
 
   A toppled wheelchair lay in the center of the room.
 
   “Looks like whoever it is, he’s hurt.”
 
   “It’s got to be Reid.” Joe pushed aside one of the two beds, exposing the body of the elderly man who had bled out on the floor. “But who is this?” 
 
   The man wore a thick flannel shirt and had a black medical pack strapped to his belt. His buckle was half as wide as his waist. 
 
   Joe snagged the pack of cigarettes from his chest pocket before the blood from the gunshot could ruin them.
 
   Paul bent down and lifted the elderly man’s eyelids. After verifying there was no sign of infection, he pressed two fingers to the side of his neck to feel for a pulse. “He’s dead.”
 
   “I’d still like to know who he was.” Joe rolled him over. “Get his wallet.”
 
   Paul opened the faded leather bifold and looked inside. An old picture of a reasonably attractive woman was nestled between the two flaps. Twenty-seven useless dollars and some credit cards indicated this was a man who held onto things out of sentiment rather than necessity. He held up a New York State driver’s license with a picture that had nowhere near kept up with the man’s aging. “Name’s Frank Krieger.”
 
   Joe tested the faucet for running water and washed the blood from his hands and face. “Never heard of him.”
 
   Paul shrugged. He hadn’t either, but he wondered why, with dead bodies at the door, a madman on the loose, and rampant infection, someone so vulnerable would come to the center alone. 
 
   In his estimation, he hadn’t. 
 
   Survivors were dangerous and he guessed Reid wasn’t their only living problem.
 
   


 
   
  
 

CHAPTER 62
 
    
 
   Zach started up the second flight of stairs and wondered how much further he could carry his unconscious wife. “Allison, honey, come on, wake up.” He shook her and her head fell back over his arm. He leaned against the wall and shifted her weight, but the bulky dressings on her feet made it impossible to even the load. 
 
   Corey scratched at his face and huffed out a breath. “Would you hurry up? It stinks in here.”
 
   Zach ignored him and kept the slow pace. 
 
   With each step the smell grew stronger.
 
    “Allison, baby, can you hear me?” If she could even wrap one arm around his neck it would make things easier. A hundred pounds never felt so heavy. “Why isn’t she waking up?”
 
   “It’s the pain-killer,” Corey said, moving on without any offer of help. “She’ll be out for hours.” His voice trailed off as he got farther away.
 
   Zach nodded, but something didn’t feel right. Allison’s body radiated heat and her forehead beaded with sweat. Zach’s shirt was soaked through where she pressed against him and her breathing had become shallow and raspy.
 
   “Oh, shit.” Corey stopped a good ten stairs ahead of Zach and for the first time, Zach caught up.
 
   “What?”
 
   “My guess?” Corey wrinkled his nose and coughed. “It’s the source of the stink.” 
 
   Zach stared at the dripping pile of decomposing flesh creeping down the stairs toward them. Broken bones mixed with hair, skin, teeth, and tissue. Handprints covered the wall and railing and footsteps led away from the mess. “Someone was here.”
 
   “More than one someone by the looks of things.”
 
   Zach didn’t mean the pile, which was an obvious mix of at least a half-dozen corpses. There was an indentation where the bones were more broken than in the rest of the pile. Someone had fallen and pulled themselves out of the mess. The crooked trail leading away from the scene said they’d limped away. Zach would bet anything they hadn’t survived to talk about it.
 
   “We can’t get through that,” he said. “I can’t get through that. Not and carry Allison, too.”
 
   Corey rolled his eyes. “There are at least a dozen other staircases in this place.” 
 
   “It was hard enough getting her this far.” Zach turned around and headed for the second floor entrance. “Get the door, would you?”
 
   Corey held his pistol out in front of him and swept the Labor and Delivery unit before letting Zach in. “All clear.”
 
   Zach edged past him, his arms and back on fire from the strain of the dead weight. The corpse of an infected woman, naked and with sagging flesh, spread across the hallway. 
 
   Corey waved for him to keep moving. “Looks like someone’s already started the clean-up. I checked her. She’s not going anywhere.”
 
   “Make sure there’s nothing else, would you?” Zach shifted Allison’s weight and set her down on a gurney in a nearby patient room, relieving the strain on his muscles. A metallic twang soured the air. He stepped on the lever of a trash can marked “biohazard” and a swarm of flies sprang from a nest of maggots feeding on fresh blood. “What the hell?”
 
   Corey appeared in the doorway and swatted at the fly buzzing around his head. “All clear.”
 
   Zach lifted the side rails to keep Allison from rolling out of bed. He brushed her damp bangs back from her face and kissed her hot forehead. “No signs of anyone?” He covered Allison with a blanket and, after checking her breathing, moved the trash can into the hallway. 
 
   “See for yourself.”
 
   Zach reluctantly locked the door, knowing only Nixon had keys. “What do you call those?”
 
   It didn’t take much investigation to see that Corey was no tracker. Footprints, like those they had seen in the stairwell, led to a closed door not four rooms away from Allison’s. Zach rolled his eyes and drew his pistol. He approached the room slowly, pressed his ear to the door, and when no sound came from inside, threw it open. The stench hit him head-on. Soaked clothing piled on the floor and he held his breath to get to it. A box of gloves hung on the shower room wall and he put a pair on, fearful of the infection.
 
   “What are you doing?” Corey buried the lower half of his face in his elbow.
 
   “What you were too stupid to do.” He kicked the shirt away and withdrew the wallet from the back pocket of a pair of soggy jeans. The license identified the owner as Brian Foster. 
 
   It was another connection, no matter how indirect, to Miranda.
 
   


 
   
  
 

CHAPTER 63
 
    
 
   The smell of death was thick inside Nixon’s office. Lois, his secretary, had begun to putrefy, and since the fifth floor windows didn’t open, he was trapped with the stink. Wayne’s desperate pleas for help had silenced and Nixon feared the worst, expecting that there was a several hundred pound man now waiting to eat him. Nothing about resuming his place at the center had gone as planned and he prayed, that once the hordes were eliminated and the generator was up and running, the cost of the return will have been worth it.
 
   He bent down to the drawer and found the hybrid boy barely moving. The I.V. bag had dried up and drew his blood back into the tubing. Nixon undid the tape and quickly removed the line. 
 
   “It’s going to be all right,” he said, though the boy’s condition had been too touch-and-go for him to believe it. He peeled back the blanket and examined his pale skin. The bluish-black lesions had spread to his chest and worsened as he looked at them. The antibiotic wasn’t working and there was no way out of his office to find an alternative. He listened to the boy’s chest and a suspicious rattle surfaced among the faint breath sounds. His heartbeat had slowed, and when Nixon rolled the boy to check his back, he huffed out a breath and went limp.
 
   “Not again.”
 
   Nixon’s hands shook as he lifted the boy and laid him out on the carpet. The infant’s white eyes stared blankly ahead and his mouth, full of needle teeth, fell open. Nixon removed the oxygen mask and resumed the CPR he’d already performed twice en route from the cabin. 
 
   “Don’t do this to me.”
 
   He placed three fingers to the boy’s tiny chest and performed thirty quick compressions. His hands ached from the last time. He covered the boy’s nose and mouth and gave him two gentle breaths. He tapped the boy’s shoulder and when he couldn’t be roused, resumed the compressions.
 
   One, two, three… 
 
   He counted in his head, refusing to be distracted by the growling and scratching at his office door, and gave the boy two more breaths.
 
   “Come on, breathe.”
 
   The boy’s legs went plank-straight and his arms tensed at his sides. Dark, almost black, blood seeped from the former I.V. site. A gurgling noise rose from his throat and he started to choke.
 
   “No, no. Don’t do this.” Nixon let the boy cough, knowing it was the best way to dislodge whatever was stuck, and watched, helplessly, as the boy clung to life. Thick foam ran from the corner of his mouth and he stopped breathing. Nixon panicked, desperate to help clear the block. He cradled the boy, face-up, in his arms and swept his mouth with his thumb and first finger. He didn’t feel anything and rolled the boy onto his stomach, delivering gentle back blows. 
 
   “Stay with me.”
 
   The boy’s flaccid body hung over his forearm, his arms and legs dangling. 
 
   He rolled him onto his back and alternated the thrust to his back with ones to his chest.
 
   “Come on, come on. You can do this.”
 
   He returned the boy to a face-down position and did a final sweep all the way to the back of his throat. A thick mucus plug dislodged and a rush of air came over Nixon’s hand. The boy resumed breathing and closed his jaw down, hard, on Nixon’s finger.
 
   “Shit!”
 
   The harder Nixon tried to get free, the stronger the boy’s bite became. A warm trickle of blood ran down his hand and skin peeled away as he pushed past the incendiary pain to pull loose what was left of his pointer finger.
 
   The boy started to cry.
 
   Nixon had saved him a final time, but it had cost him.
 
   He ran to the bathroom and checked, again, for the shots he knew were no longer there. The bite was even worse than he imagined. His second knuckle bone emerged from the pulpy, stripped flesh. He held his finger over the sink and wrapped paper towels tightly around it to control the bleeding.
 
   “Shit, shit, shit!”
 
   He searched for something, anything, to stop the virus from circulating through his bloodstream. His heart raced and he was lightheaded from hyperventilation. Think. How do you stop this? Amputation was out of the question, though he’d have done it if he had the tools. A tourniquet was a temporary solution and a long-shot. If he could stop the blood flow from his hand, the virus would circulate much slower. He grabbed a length of the plastic tubing affixed to the portable oxygen tank and tied it as tightly as he could around his forearm. His hand went instantly cold and numb, a good sign, all things considered.
 
   He looked at his watch, noting the time, and tried to steady his breath. There were no hard and fast rules about the infection, and he had nothing but averages to guess how long he had left to finish the work worth risking his life for. He sighed and walked out into the room, which he hadn’t noticed with the commotion, had gone silent. 
 
   “Oh, God. No.”
 
   He knelt next to the infant whose mouth and chin were painted with his blood, and felt for a non-existent pulse. His pale skin had turned blue and his body had gone cold. Tears rolled down Nixon’s cheeks as he tried, one last time, to do CPR with his non-dominant hand. The awkward compressions and the half-hearted attempt at breathing for the boy had no effect. The taste of his own blood on his lips made him queasy. The boy had been gone too long this time. It wouldn’t be long until he joined him.
 
   


 
   
  
 

CHAPTER 64
 
    
 
   The confined shower room stunk worse than the stairwell and Corey could taste the rot as he breathed through his mouth. 
 
   Zach tucked the identification back inside the wallet and dropped it on top of the clothing.
 
   “I’m not too stupid,” Corey said, refuting Zach’s claim. “I’m smart enough to know not to touch shit covered in liquid infection.”
 
   Zach waved his gloved hands. 
 
   “Whose pants are they, anyway?” Corey’s cheek itched, the months old scar a constant annoyance with no signs of improving. 
 
   “Brian Foster.” 
 
   “The name supposed to mean something to me?”
 
   Zach peeled off the slimy gloves and threw them into the trash. “He was before your time, but Nixon should know that he’s been here.”
 
   “Then tell him,” Corey said, annoyed by the comment.
 
   “Can’t,” Zach said. “I have something to do.” 
 
   Corey followed him out of the shower room and the door slammed shut behind them. He scratched the perpetual itch, which was more habit than affliction, and called after Zach who was already halfway down the hall. “Where the hell are you going?” he asked.
 
   Zach turned around and pulled the slide back on his pistol. “Nixon was headed up to five. Check his old office at the end of the hall. Tell him we found Brian Foster’s I.D. and that I’m on it.”
 
   “On what?” 
 
   Zach didn’t answer.
 
   “Tell him you’re on what?”
 
   Corey remembered the mess a floor up and headed down the hallway in search of another set of stairs. In a hospital this size, it wasn’t hard to find one. He checked to make sure his safety was off and climbed the next three flights. He opened the door to the fifth floor hallway and breathed through his mouth as he entered the foul-smelling construction zone. 
 
   “What the hell?”
 
   The decomposed remains of a garroted male lay on the floor of what looked like a makeshift security room. There was no way of knowing whether or not he’d been infected before he died.
 
   Corey pulled the door shut and continued through the hanging sheets of plastic which kept his view short-sighted.
 
   Anxiety tightened his chest and he feared something jumping out at any minute. Each step was carefully guarded and he did his best to walk silently.  He weaved through the cluttered maze and only stopped when he heard the wet, slapping sound of chewing flesh.
 
   Dammit.
 
   Wayne’s 400-pound body lay on the floor. His black and white checkered pants, once covered in egg yolk and cooking grease, were soaked through with blood. His white t-shirt was pulled up over his head and three infected construction workers devoured his round belly. Dozens of bite marks dotted his pale flesh and the men clawed for larger chunks.
 
   There was no sign of Nixon or the baby and Corey couldn’t help thinking Wayne had been a sacrificial lamb. 
 
   He considered for a minute, his debt to Nixon, which had more than been repaid. 
 
   “Help me!” 
 
   Fists pounded on the other side of a closed door and drew the horde’s attention. The three men abandoned Wayne’s lifeless body in favor of fresher meat. 
 
   “Somebody get me out of here!”
 
   The panicked voice was Nixon’s.
 
   Corey considered what it would mean to have him in his debt for a change and decided he liked the idea. 
 
   “Hey!” He shouted to distract the horde’s attention. “You looking for someone?” He tapped the sight on his pistol. 
 
   He landed a red dot square on the forehead of the nearest man to him and fired. The man went down, twitched, and became still. The noise drove the other two to move faster. One staggered more than the other and his foot dragged, causing him to weave back and forth. Corey had trouble keeping his aim and took him down with two shots. The third man was injured. He moved with an awkward tilt and left a trail of blood behind him. Corey aimed for a head shot, but the yellow hard hat on the infected man’s head protected his brain. He turned off the laser sight and tucked the pistol into his waist. He picked up a length of 2X4 and held it like a bat. A handful of nails stuck out the far end like a mace as though someone had fired a nail gun repeatedly into the scrap to clear a jam. “Hungry?” He choked up on the board and swung as hard as he could into the infected man’s head. The hard hat flew off and crashed against the wall. The man toppled and lay on his side on the floor. He moved to get up. With only one good leg, he couldn’t. Corey held the board over his head and brought it down with both hands, piercing the top of the man’s skull. His hands burned with splinters and blisters, but he continued the attack until the bone caved. It was a hard, but satisfying kill. He moved toward Nixon’s office with his gun drawn and fired a round into the top of Wayne’s head for good measure. Blood soaked the shirt covering his face and Corey, though never exactly a friend to Wayne, was thankful not to have seen it.
 
   “Dr. Nixon, are you in there?” He pounded on the wrong closed door. “It’s okay to come out. They’re gone.”
 
   The door, two down from him, opened and Nixon stumbled into the hall.
 
   “Jesus, what happened to you?”
 
   Blood dripped from a paper towel wrapped around his finger and sweat ran down his face. “You have to help me.” His vacant expression gave away his disorientation, though he kept his eyes turned away.
 
   “Stop right there,” Corey said.
 
   Nixon’s foot caught on one of the construction worker’s arms and he fell, hitting his knees. “Please, I need your help.”
 
   Corey looked down at him and lifted his chin. A dull, white film formed over Nixon’s dark eyes. 
 
   “There’s no help for this,” he said and pressed the muzzle to Nixon’s forehead.
 
   


 
   
  
 

CHAPTER 65
 
    
 
   Nixon reached up and pushed the pistol away. “That’s not true,” he whispered. “You can help me stop this.” The blood-soaked paper towels fell from his injured finger. His arm was blue and swollen and the tourniquet kept the bleeding to a minimum.
 
    “Where’s the baby?” Corey asked.
 
   Nixon pressed his hands to the wall and eased himself up. “He’s dead.” He wiped his sleeve across his face to keep the sweat from running into his eyes. “I need to get to the first floor. There’s an antivirus in the old Security Office.” He had no idea if that was still true, but it bought him time and he was willing to bargain. He locked eyes with Corey, the best he could given the haze that settled like fog over his vision. “If I turn between here and there, you shoot me.” He hated the sound of it, but he had Corey’s attention. “If I don’t turn and you help me, the first dose of cure after mine is yours. It’s a second chance at life and I’m the only one who can give it to you.”
 
   A moment passed while Corey considered the offer. “Deal,” he said and opened the stairwell door. “You first.”
 
   Nixon tightened his uninjured hand around the railing and moved as quickly as he could down the steps. His thighs burned and his feet went numb making it hard to keep steady. His breathing had become labored and the ash made him sneeze as he entered the first floor. He hurried through the atrium to the ransacked Security Office.
 
   “So where’s this antivirus?” Corey stayed a safe distance behind with his pistol drawn and ready. 
 
   Nixon pulled open the top in a three drawer cabinet underneath the monitoring station. He tossed aside lanyards, blank badges, and felt around in the darkness. “They’re here somewhere. Check the bottom drawer over there.” He pointed to the gray, metal cabinet lying on its side.
 
   “What am I looking for?” 
 
   “A needle. A syringe. It’ll have a clear liquid inside of it.” Nixon clenched his jaw to keep his teeth from chattering.
 
   Corey did a half-assed search, at best.
 
   “Come on, keep looking.” Nixon pulled the drawers out of the cabinet, one by one, and prayed something had fallen through. He reached into the narrow space between the bottom drawer’s track and the floor and felt the familiar, tube-like shape. Thank God. He prayed it wasn’t a pen, and almost cried when he laid eyes on the single, life-prolonging dose. “Got it,” he said, alerting Corey to the good news. He pulled up his lab coat, injected himself, and fell back against the wall, waiting with his eyes closed for the worst of the symptoms to subside. Several moments passed and he enjoyed the peace of full breaths. The tightness in his chest melted away, and when he opened his eyes, he could see. He looked up at Corey, meeting his inquiring stare, and grinned. “Better?” He could tell the white film had lifted.
 
   Corey took a good look at him. “For now.”
 
   Nixon reached out for a hand in getting up, but Corey refused. He got to his feet and untied the tourniquet which at this point was causing more harm than good. “I’m going to need the power back up. You know where the diesel generator is, right, out back through the receiving entrance?”
 
   Corey nodded.
 
   “Can you start it?”
 
   “Of course, that’s what you asked me to do in the first place.”
 
   “You do that, then.” Nixon headed toward Ambulatory Surgery in search of proper bandaging for his finger. He stopped at the bloody drag trail, which he hadn’t previously noticed. Black swirls of fluid dried in the ash, heralding the birth of a hybrid. The dark amniotic fluid had been unique to them.
 
   Corey stopped and held up a finger. “Oh, there’s something I was supposed to tell you. Zach and I found a set of clothes up on the second floor, which is where we had to leave Allison by the way. The wallet in the pants belonged to Brian Foster. Zach said you should know.”
 
   Nixon tensed at the name. “Get the power up, now,” he said. “We need to get this place locked down.” 
 
   He held pressure on his finger and waited for Corey to be out of sight before following the trail to the examination room not far down the hall. The smell hit him as soon as he opened the door. A foul taste coated his tongue and he spat on the floor to get rid of it. A nearly naked woman slumped against the wall and her dark hair covered her face. 
 
   Miranda.
 
   He bent down, brushed the woman’s hair back, and lifted her chin. Everything he believed about the boy, about his experiment, and his own fate change in the moment he realized that the body wasn’t hers.
 
   


 
   
  
 

CHAPTER 66
 
    
 
   Michael’s eyes strained to adjust to the fluorescent lighting as power was restored to the center. A sinking feeling followed the realization that he wasn’t alone. There was only one person he could think of who would want this place up and running. Michael knew it in his gut that Nixon had returned to reclaim his center and that he harbored enough ill will toward Michael to be the biggest threat to Adam. Nixon always went for those closest to the people he wanted to hurt. 
 
   Michael had to hurry if he was going to use the power to his advantage.
 
   Amelie fussed and went back to sleep in the bassinette.
 
   Adam lay still, sedated on a stainless steel examination table more suited for lab rats and corpses--a thing he’d yet to consider his boy. 
 
   Michael ran his fingers through Adam’s white-blond hair and assessed the damage to his thumb. Adam had always been a thumb-sucker, which, to Michael, meant that whatever had happened to Adam, he was still himself underneath it all. He repositioned the flaps of gnawed skin, reconstructed the thumb as best as he could, and taped a thick, gauze bandage around it to keep him from damaging it further. 
 
   He tipped Adam’s chin so that his eyes were in full light, and pulled open his lids to check the treatment’s progress. The white coating had thinned and, in places, his blue irises appeared through the clouded cornea. Michael shined a pen light and though he couldn’t reproduce the effect a second time, swore Adam’s pupils responded. Adam opened and closed his mouth and rolled his head in Michael’s direction.
 
   “Adam, son, can you hear me?”
 
   The boy groaned and Michael wasn’t sure if it was because he was aware or hungry. He fastened him to the table, making use of the leather restraints, which at the center, were never far from reach. The heaviness of constant worry lifted, and for a moment, Michael was hopeful.
 
   “It’s going to be all right.”
 
   Adam’s system needed to be rebuilt from the inside out and there was no precedent for this sort of thing. Michael considered his residency at County Memorial and likened Adam’s condition to those of the leukemia patients whose immune systems had been rebuilt. There was only one solution, if the change in Adam’s physiology would accommodate it.
 
   Michael turned to Amelie, who, in contrast to Adam, was pink-cheeked and full of life. She had dark hair, like Miranda’s, and pouty, almost lipstick-pink lips, which must’ve been an attribute she received from her father. “I’m sorry to have to do this,” he whispered, refusing, with others lurking, to waste a single second. He injected her with a dose of sedative he swore would be the last he’d give her, and rolled her onto her stomach. He unbuttoned her white, one-piece bodysuit, pulled her tiny, pink fleece pants down far enough to expose her back and hip, and released the tape that fastened the side of her diaper. A bone marrow aspiration kit lay open on the tray table next to her. The blue, t-shaped needle with its half-round top seemed too large for her tiny body, but Michael told himself that the needle was small and that she wouldn’t hurt for long. He swabbed her hip and gave her a local anesthetic, wanting her to suffer as little as humanly possible. Adam fidgeted on the table, rousing from sleep. The serene calm about him was more human than monster.
 
   Michael pressed a pink pacifier to Amelie’s lips and waited for her to take it. She sucked and stopped, her breathing becoming heavier as she fell deeper into her medication-induced sleep. Michael inserted the needle through her delicate skin, carefully advancing it until he felt it reach her soft bone. With a skilled twist of his hand and wrist, he advanced the needle into the bone’s center and drew out a sparing amount of marrow.
 
   Amelie let out a scream as Michael finished the procedure. He set the sample aside, lifted her up, his coat and all, and rocked her.
 
   “I’m sorry, baby girl. All done. I swear.” She continued to cry and refused the pacifier. He was terrified the sound would call the attention of the others. “There, there.” He changed his pace and motion, but not even the drugs, which Michael swore were at limit, consoled her. 
 
   Adam came around, thrashing and tugging at his restraints. The peaceful calm left him and Michael second-guessed his assessment. 
 
   Things were starting to unravel. 
 
   The treatment was wearing off.
 
   Michael shushed and patted Amelie while pacing the floor, the same way he had done so many nights when Adam was an infant. He wanted to soothe her, but knew there wasn’t time. He set her back in the bassinette and went back to Adam whose reprieve from the infection had been disappointingly short-lived. 
 
   “Please let this work.”
 
   He held Adam down, careful to avoid being bit, and rolled down the top of his jeans to expose his left hip. He took the syringe of fresh marrow and repeated the harvesting process in reverse, forcing the needle into Adam’s bone and giving him less than half of what he had taken from Amelie. He used what he had to, but was mindful not to waste anything. 
 
   He was confident he had all of the key elements of the cure. He just needed to figure out the combination.
 
   A sound out in the hallway caught Michael’s attention and he strained to hear over Amelie’s crying.
 
   If someone was coming he had to get Adam out of sight. 
 
   No one would understand what he’d done. 
 
   As much as he hated to do it, the sedative made Adam compliant. He gave him enough that he could be safely handled, unfastened the leather restraints, and was about to lift him when a green-eyed man with short, blond hair appeared in the doorway and held him at gunpoint.
 
   “Get away from the baby.” 
 
   “Please, I can explain,” Michael said.
 
   The man lifted Amelie from the bassinette and folded her small, quivering body into his chest. “Who are you?”
 
   Amelie’s crying subsided.
 
   “Michael.” He stuttered. “Dr. Michael Waters.” 
 
   There was a hint of recognition in the man’s expression. “Miranda’s doctor,” he said. “Interesting.”
 
   Michael was too concerned for his son to inquire or fight back. Adam moved on the table and he reached for him slowly. He closed his shaking hand around his wrist and prayed he’d be still. “What are you going to do with the baby?” 
 
   The man looked around him at Adam and raised his eyebrow. “Maybe the same as you were planning to.”
 
   “Please, don’t hurt her.” Michael’s hand was sweaty and he repositioned himself to get a better hold and to hide Adam’s face.
 
   “What’s wrong with the boy?”
 
   Michael raised Adam’s hand and showed the man the bandage. “He was hurt and needs stitches.” The lie came out fluid, like truth and he would have thought the man believed it until he went around the far side of the bed and stared into Adam’s eyes.
 
   “Looks like a cut is the least of his problems.”
 
   “Wait, you don’t understand.” Michael stepped between the man and his son.
 
   “He’s infected. What is there to understand?” The man lifted his pistol and was about to shoot when the power went back out.
 
   


 
   
  
 

CHAPTER 67
 
    
 
   Miranda startled awake to the low humming of tires on asphalt. Heat poured, full blast, out of the old truck’s vents and she shivered, despite the fact that she was covered with a heavy blanket.
 
   She looked around, disoriented by the miles of bare trees and unfamiliar, abandoned houses, which stretched as far as she could see. Only when she saw the blue “H” sign did she realize the direction they were headed.
 
   Fear caused her to tremble. She adjusted her position in the seat and blood sloshed on the plastic beneath her. “Where are we going?” Knowing the answer didn’t stop her from asking the question.
 
   Scott chewed his bottom lip and his brow creased with worry. “The bleeding isn’t slowing down. You need a doctor, Miranda. We’re going to find Michael.”
 
   Something moved in her periphery and she looked over her shoulder to see John huddled up in the bed of the truck behind them.
 
   “How do you know where he went?”
 
   Scott accelerated, the truck nearly bottoming out as it crested the large hill. “Because he needs lab equipment at a bare minimum. Where else would he go besides the center?”
 
   “And if Nixon’s there, too?” 
 
   “Then we let you bleed to death and wait for Amelie to come home on her own? There aren’t a lot of options here, hon.”
 
   She was nervous enough without the sarcasm. A deep sense of dread and the fear of a bad end for all of them took hold. 
 
   A sliver of unfiltered sunlight broke through the clouds and she tilted her head back, letting its rays warm her face. Making the final turn, she realized that no matter how hard she tried to avoid it, all roads led back to the Nixon Center.
 
   She drew a deep breath and set her hand to the wrinkled flap of excess skin that replaced her formerly toned belly. Milk leaked through her nursing pads and she knew wherever Amelie was, she had to be hungry. The pain of the build-up was excruciating. 
 
   The access road wound through the trees, past a guard shack and the employee lot from which certain staff were shuttled.
 
   “Look.” Scott nearly slammed on the brakes.
 
   Miranda caught sight of the white Yukon barely visible through a row of Arborvitaes. “You were right,” she said, though the only comfort she took from that was the thought of finding Amelie inside.
 
   Scott hit the brakes, rapped on the truck’s back window, and waved for John to jump out. 
 
   Miranda could see his reluctance. 
 
   Scott rolled down the window and handed a loaded rifle from the gun rack to John. “Shoot twice at the first sight of anyone and get the hell out of here, you hear me?” John nodded. “This isn’t your fight.”
 
   John shrugged. “Wasn’t my fight last time, either.” 
 
   A low hum caught Miranda’s attention and she rolled down the window to get a better listen. “What’s that?” she asked. She felt woozy, lightheaded from blood loss, and wondered if she was hearing things.
 
   John tilted his head. “Sounds like a generator.”
 
   One by one, the lights of the Nixon Center came on, the last of them being the enormous light-up sign at the end of the main lot.
 
   “Looks like Michael made himself at home.” Scott waved John away and drove up to the front door. 
 
   Miranda swallowed her fear. Amelie needed her and Scott was right, she needed Michael to stop the bleeding. 
 
   Scott opened her door and she eased out in small steps, bleeding through her clothes as she shuffled toward the main entrance. The automatic doors spread open and Miranda’s whole body went tense. 
 
   Two men wearing Nixon Center Security uniforms appeared in the hallway.
 
   “Don’t move!” A middle-aged guard held them at gunpoint. The more muscular of the two secured a pair of trunks stocked with weapons. Both men were covered in blood and gore, making their ability to kill obvious.
 
   “We don’t want any trouble.” Scott stepped in front of Miranda and reached back to hold her hand. “My wife needs help.”
 
    “Interesting choice of words, Mr. Penton. Nuptials resumed, have they?” Dr. Howard Nixon emerged from a small room behind them, his dark eyes like two pieces of coal against his white skin. Blood covered his bandaged hand and spattered his lab coat. He pushed a wheelchair to the entrance and gestured for Miranda to sit. “Welcome back.” 
 
   She stared at the chair, the dizziness moving it in a way that would make it impossible not to fall. “Not him,” she whimpered, hating the way Nixon looked at her. 
 
   Nixon tilted his head and drew his eyebrows together. “Who were you expecting?”
 
   “Anyone else.”
 
   It seemed he knew nothing about Michael or Amelie.
 
   “She needs help,” Scott said. “The bleeding’s getting worse.” He held Miranda’s hand tighter, “I’m not leaving you alone with him. You helped people once,” he said to Nixon. “Help her now.”
 
   Miranda started to cry. “Not him, Scott. Please. I’m going to be fine. Let’s just go, before this gets worse.”
 
   Scott lifted her chin and held her close. “I can’t risk losing you. If the bleeding doesn’t stop, you will die.”
 
   She knew he wasn’t just speaking for himself. As much as she hated the idea, she’d become weak and felt life draining from her. “You’ll stay?”
 
   “I promise.” He eased Miranda into the wheelchair and a pool of blood filled the seat. “This is your fault,” he said to Nixon. “Help her.” He pulled his pistol and aimed at his head. 
 
   The guards closed in and Nixon stopped them. “I’m as curious about what went wrong as you are eager to stop it. I’ll help her, in exchange for a favor.”
 
   Nixon pushed the elevator call button and gestured for Scott to move closer.
 
   Miranda squeezed the wheelchair’s armrests. “I don’t want to go back down there.” She put her feet out to stop the wheelchair. Even with Scott in some sort of control, they were outnumbered. 
 
   “Relax,” Nixon said, “We’re going upstairs.”
 
   “I’m not going to let him hurt you,” Scott said, but he didn’t know Nixon like she did. She knew enough to be afraid of this favor.
 
    “How long ago did the bleeding start?” Nixon pushed the button marked “2” and moved aside for his guards to join them.
 
   “Why are they here?” Miranda looked over her shoulder at the blood-soaked men. “If you’re going to help us, it should be alone.” Her heart beat in her ears.
 
   Nixon set his bandaged hand on her shoulder. “They’re just in case, Miranda. My team has swept the place, but there’s nothing saying we got them all.”
 
   Them. She wondered if he meant infected, intruders, or both. 
 
   “How long have you been bleeding like this?” Nixon asked.
 
   She shrugged. “Since last night, I guess.”
 
   “And the baby?”
 
   She locked eyes with Scott. “The baby didn’t make it, just like I told you it wouldn’t.” 
 
   “I see. Let’s set her in there.” Nixon pointed at a nearby room.
 
   Scott wheeled her inside and lifted her onto the bed. 
 
   “I’m going to have to put in an I.V.”
 
   Miranda crossed her arms tightly over her chest. 
 
   “You’re going to have to trust me enough to let me help you.”  
 
   “Trust is earned,” she said under her breath.
 
   “I need to start an oxytocin drip to stop the bleeding.” He blinked several times and wiped his sleeve across his damp forehead. “I need to get your uterus to contract.”
 
   Miranda narrowed her eyes and stared at his injured hand. “What happened to you?” 
 
   Nixon set up the supplies and showed the label on the smaller of the two bags to Scott. “Oxytocin, right? Just like I said.” He took a step toward the bed and teetered. 
 
   “Why won’t you answer me?” Miranda said. “I asked what happened. What’s under the bandage?”
 
   The two guards watched with piqued curiosity.
 
   “I fell, upstairs in my office, and caught my hand on a sharp piece of a metal filing cabinet. Now, please, give me your arm.”
 
   A thick clot slipped from inside of her and painted the white bed sheet red. She held out her left arm and waved for Scott to move closer.
 
   Nixon was proficient for a physician working with primarily one hand. He wrapped a tourniquet around her arm, plumped up a vein, and inserted the line. He hung two bags of fluid on the pole attached to the bed and adjusted the drip.
 
   “I’m going to massage your stomach to help speed this up.”
 
   Miranda tried to relax, but it was impossible with two armed guards at the door and Nixon’s hands all over her. She watched and waited for the familiar leather restraints, wincing when a stabbing pain tore through her belly.
 
   “Interesting,” Nixon said.
 
   Warm milk soaked the front of her already soiled dress. She crossed her free arm over her breasts, embarrassed. The pressure only made matters worse. “What’s interesting?” she asked through clenched teeth. The cramps were debilitating, but the bleeding had slowed already.
 
   “You don’t normally see this problem in breastfeeding mothers.” Nixon sighed. “I’m only going to ask one more time, Miranda. Where’s the baby?”
 
   


 
   
  
 

CHAPTER 68
 
    
 
   Intermittent darkness blurred Reid’s vision and made it impossible to see more than a foot ahead of him. He maneuvered through the small space above the drop ceiling and hoped that the virus would hold off. His shoulder burned and his hand was numb, making him wonder if he’d dislocated it again hauling himself up and away from those who killed Frank. 
 
   They were Nixon’s men, they had to be, but he didn’t wait around to I.D. them.
 
   Air moved through the ductwork and blew dust from a faulty seal into his eyes. He reached up to wipe them and nearly fell through the tiles. He had to get down sooner than later. Another injury, especially one to his legs, meant he might as well surrender. He listened for voices, though his mind had already started playing tricks on him. The ventilation whispered and the shadows threw their heads back in laughter. 
 
   “You can’t beat this,” he said, but refused to believe it.
 
   Frank’s last words were that the cure was there. 
 
   Whether he meant at the center, or in Strandville, Reid didn’t know, but if he could get to the last few shots in the basement, it might buy him the time he needed to find it.
 
   He pushed aside the craziness--the echo of crying babies, the sounds of gunfire, and idling chainsaws--and listened to what was really around him. He laid, face-down, on a large, metal pipe and wrapped his legs tightly around it. The ceiling tiles, a half a foot below him, were just within reach and he moved one aside far enough to see an empty inpatient room below. He moved the tile a little farther to see that the door was closed.
 
   He fought the contractions crippling his good hand and willed it to hold him steady as he turned around and lowered his feet through the hole. There was no other way down and he hoped the bed would break his fall. His stomach cramped and he waited for the worst to pass before shifting his weight and letting go.
 
   He caught the elbow of his injured arm on the edge of the ceiling frame and let out a howl. A pain shot up his arm and nearly brought tears to his eyes. He landed on his knees and grabbed the mattress to keep from bouncing off of it. 
 
   Sweat poured down his back and he waited for the worst to pass before moving.
 
   His legs felt rubbery as he slid off the edge of the bed and walked toward the door. White light saturated the formerly dark spaces and he prayed the power would stay on long enough to get to the basement. 
 
   He staggered in the direction of the first floor elevator, knowing that if he came across a single person he was as good as dead. Nixon didn’t need him to find Miranda now, not with the size of his entourage, but he enjoyed the game too much to stop it. His debt to Nixon hung over him like a sentence and, standing out in the open in front of the elevator, he waited for it to be carried out. 
 
   He held the wall and pressed the call button. 
 
   The elevator strained open and he pushed the “B” button for what might well be the last time in his life. Blood caked every surface of the cramped car and maggots squirmed along the corner of the carpet where the carnage had been the worst. The smell bordered on unbearable, but it was and always had been, the only way down.
 
   He held his breath as the car descended and the next wave of cramps nearly drove him to his knees. He held the hand rail and gasped for breath when the door opened to a scene not much better than the one he was in.
 
   He’d been to the basement a dozen times in darkness, but had never realized, other than from the smell, that things down there were so bad. The scene was pure carnage and death, worse than even the most graphic horror movie. 
 
   He stumbled out into the hallway and leaned against the wall until he was steady enough to walk. Blood and gore dripped, pulsed, and seeped toward him. The narrow space had its own heartbeat, one which he felt through his entire body. His peripheral vision went dark and the distance to the next lab seemed to stretch on for miles. 
 
   The power flickered off and when it came back, the auditory hallucinations returned in the form of a male voice.
 
   “Come on,” it said. “It’s all right.”
 
   Reid doubled-over, tightened his arm across his stomach, and headed toward the lab. 
 
   “It’ll be all right,” he whispered. His voice cracked and his mouth was dry. He reached for the door knob and wondered if he was hearing things after all.
 
   


 
   
  
 

CHAPTER 69
 
    
 
   Michael’s heart raced with panic. He looked under the table, inside the cabinets, and behind anything with a space large enough for Adam to have fit. Three sweeps around the room yielded nothing to indicate Adam’s whereabouts. The lights had only been out for a minute or two, but it was long enough for the man who stole Amelie to disappear and for Adam, who had been unrestrained, to go into hiding. 
 
   He must’ve followed the man out.
 
   It was the only logical explanation and Michael went out in the hallway after him.
 
   Blood covered the white tile floors and walls. Castoff sprayed the ceiling. He maneuvered through human remains, both intact and amputated, and when a door slammed, he chased the sound.
 
   “Adam, buddy. Stay where you are.” 
 
   The thought of someone else finding his son first had Michael nearly breathless. 
 
   He pushed open the nearest closed door and let it shut behind him. A low, wheezing sound came from a partially opened cabinet beneath the lab’s sink. 
 
   “Adam, it’s daddy.”
 
   Michael slowly pulled the door open. Adam was curled up inside. He had gnawed the bandage from his thumb and had the stump in his mouth. Blood covered his lips, but he didn’t attack the way Michael expected him to. Adam kept his face turned to the side and the shadows made it hard to get a look at his eyes.
 
   “Adam, come on out of there, buddy.” 
 
   Michael reached in with both arms and prayed he was making the right decision as he eased the boy onto the floor. Catatonia replaced the feral expression that Michael had become use to and afraid of. Adam’s chest rose and fell as he drew ragged breaths, a sign of life Michael hadn’t seen in days. Michael took a stethoscope off of the counter and listened to Adam’s chest. Beneath the liquid sounds of lungs struggling to expand and contract was the faint sound of a heartbeat.
 
   Tears spilled down Michael’s scruffy cheeks and he lifted his boy to his chest.
 
   It had been days since he’d been able to hold him. Adam’s arms hung limp at his sides and the thumb wound bled from his recovered pulse.
 
   It was going to be all right.
 
   Michael, though more of a scientist than a spiritualist, read Adam’s return as a sign that Ashley was still with them.
 
   He lifted the boy’s wilted body onto the examination table and scavenged the supplies he needed to tend to the bleeding. The skin left on Adam’s thumb wasn’t enough to cover the bone and even with power restored, medicine had been thrown so far backward that grafting was out of the question. Michael didn’t have the skill set for that kind of work and there just weren’t the supplies or surgeons to help him. Amputation was the most likely fix, but he’d have to wait until Adam was stabilized for that severe of a procedure. All told, the loss of a thumb was nothing compared with the alternative. Michael reapproximated the skin, restoring it to as close to its original position as he could, and applied a compression wrap and tape to hold it in place. He checked Adam’s eyes for the film that had, so far, left him. 
 
   Adam lay still on the table, staring at the ceiling without blinking. Gurgling breaths came at intermittent intervals and Michael wondered how long it would be until his organs functioned normally, or if they ever would again. Adam’s was an unprecedented resurrection after a prolonged death, and with no science to guide him in what to do next, he did what fathers do. He wet a paper towel at the sink and used it to wipe the blood from Adam’s pale face. Beneath the gore, his lips still appeared blue, a sign that he had not yet been oxygenated. Michael raked his fingers through Adam’s white-blond hair and washed the bit of blood from his bangs and his forehead. He watched and waited for something to happen, for the spark of recognition to return to his son’s dull eyes, and panicked when Adam’s body went suddenly rigid.
 
   “Adam, son, can you hear me?”
 
   His muscles became rock-hard and Michael was unable to move his arms or legs. He placed the stethoscope to Adam’s chest and the breath sounds disappeared.
 
   “Adam, buddy. Come on.”
 
   A heart beat, but he wasn’t sure if it was Adam’s or his own, echoed in his ears. He couldn’t think. Nothing made sense. 
 
   “You have to calm down,” he told himself. There was a reason physicians didn’t treat their own family members, especially in a critical situation. 
 
   He had to be better than this. 
 
   “Adam, come on. Breathe for me.”
 
   He started compressions, careful not to crack Adam’s sternum in his desperation to get his heart beating again. Adam’s muscles let go and his lifeless body melted into the stainless steel table. 
 
   “Come on, buddy.” Tears rolled down his cheek, blurring his son’s image. “Breathe, damn it.”
 
   He placed his mouth tightly over Adam’s and he started rescue breathing. Blood filled his mouth, Adam’s blood and a lot of it. The metallic taste made him feel sick and he spat on the floor, afraid of becoming infected. He wiped his face on his sleeve and cried out when Adam’s head fell to the side. “No!” Michael resumed frantic compressions, praying for another miracle. “Please don’t leave me.”
 
   When Adam’s small body didn’t respond, he was forced to accept what he already expected all along--that the virus had done irreparable damage. The treatment would have worked if he had it days earlier, but it was too late. He hadn’t saved him, only returned his mortality so that he could have a peaceful, human death. There was no point in trying to pump life into his defeated body. He’d been through too much already. 
 
   Michael lowered his head and gave himself over to the crushing sadness. He cried so hard his back shook and he could barely breathe between sobs. Days of heartache and frustration, of fearing for his son, and longing for his wife poured out of him. He closed Adam’s eyelids and placed his tiny hands over his chest. Part of him wondered if the vicious infection was cyclical, if Adam would come back again, undead, or if this was it. When minutes passed without movement, he knew the nightmare was over. He took a clean sheet from one of the lab drawers and wrapped Adam snuggly inside of it. 
 
   He lifted him off the table and prepared to carry him out to the Yukon, but before he could reach for the door handle, the door opened and a tattooed man stumbled through it. 
 
   


 
   
  
 

CHAPTER 70
 
    
 
   “Where’s the baby, Miranda?” Nixon asked a second time, not believing her story.
 
   “I told you, she didn’t make it.” 
 
   “And what did you do with her then?” It was his first time hearing the child was a girl.
 
   Scott brushed Miranda’s tangled hair back from her face. “We buried her.”
 
   “Isn’t that what civilized people do?” Miranda wiped the tears from her dark eyes and held Scott’s hand. 
 
   “I can only imagine your devastation.” A sharp stitch came at Nixon’s side and he winced. He checked Miranda’s IV and examined her stomach, but his own pain kept him distracted. The bite wound on his hand throbbed as he palpated for the top of her uterus. “The bleeding seems to be slowed to normal. How do you feel?” 
 
   “Better.”
 
   He nodded. “I’m glad to hear that. Scott, can I have a word with you in the hallway?” 
 
   Miranda held his hand tighter and he shook his head. “I told you I’m not leaving you alone with her.”
 
   “And I told you that I would help you in exchange for a favor that you’ve yet to repay. I think you’ll enjoy this.”
 
   Scott handed his pistol to Miranda and grinned at Nixon. “Looks like I need a new weapon.”
 
   Nixon turned to Paul, the paunchy, middle-aged guard wearing the hat. “Give him your gun.”
 
   Paul looked at Joe who shrugged. “Don’t look at me. He took mine last time.”
 
   Paul handed Scott his gun and Scott thanked him, though it was clear he hadn’t much of a say in the matter. 
 
   “Now what’s this favor?” Scott asked. “You can tell me here.”
 
   Miranda gripped Scott’s pistol until her knuckles turned white. 
 
   Nixon sat down on a metal stool, his head pounding to the rhythm of his heartbeat. “Max Reid is here, somewhere. He’s been here for the past seven months and I don’t think I need to tell you what a threat he is. He’s outgrown his usefulness and has been killing my men, which I’m unfortunately in short supply of. I need your help. I want you to find and eliminate him. He should be less of a challenge as I suspect he’s become infected.”
 
   “Scott, no!” Miranda burst into tears.
 
   “But if he hasn’t,” Nixon continued, “I believe both you and Miranda are in danger.”
 
   Nixon knew Scott’s weakness, the same as he knew Zach’s, and in both cases, the women in their lives were likely going to get them killed.
 
   Scott didn’t say anything for a minute. He looked at Miranda lying in the bed. “The bleeding’s slowed down, but what if it comes back? Reid’s had it out for us since I shot him. Nixon’s right. You’re in danger.”
 
   “I’m in danger with him,” Miranda said, referring to Nixon.
 
   Nixon sighed. “We made a deal.”
 
   “I’ll do it,” Scott said. “Miranda, you have a gun and I know where you are. I’ll be back for you, I promise.” 
 
   “Scott, no.”
 
   “I promise. Please, trust me.”
 
   “Do what you have to.” She sniffled and turned away. 
 
   Nixon opened the door for Scott to leave. “Sooner you get out there, the sooner you get back.” He wiped the sweat from his face.
 
   Scott nodded and left.
 
   Nixon called for Paul and Joe to follow him into the hall. He closed Miranda’s door, and when Scott was out of ear shot, spoke to them, softly. “Any signs of Reid?” 
 
   The men looked at each other and Paul nodded that they had, in fact, seen him.
 
   “And?” His patience had worn thin. “Why isn’t he dead?”
 
   “He climbed into the ceiling,” Paul said. “We had him cornered, but there was a horde and this guy…”
 
   Nixon narrowed his blurring eyes. “What guy?”
 
   “Frank something or other.”
 
   “Frank Krieger?”
 
   Paul nodded. “Yeah, he’s dead.”
 
   This was a repeat of seven months ago and he wondered how much of this he should’ve read from Scott and Miranda. “Have you seen anyone else?”
 
   Both men shook their heads.
 
   Nixon slammed his palm against the wall and let out a frustrated yell. “I can’t believe this.” The halls closed in on him and he couldn’t think.
 
   “Are you all right?” Paul asked. “You don’t look so good.”
 
    He needed Paul and Joe away from him. Only Corey knew, for sure, that he’d been exposed to the virus. Even if these others suspected it, confirming it to them made him weak and a target. 
 
   “I’m fine,” he said. “This goddamned thing won’t stop bleeding.” He held up his blood-soaked, bandaged finger. “I sent Scott after Reid because I need him away from here, but I want him dead. Miranda’s much more likely to comply if she doesn’t feel protected. The infant is here somewhere and she’s not alone. I want you to find her, and if you come across Scott or Reid, you take them out. Get Paul a gun out of the supplies and hurry.”
 
   His teeth clenched and his hands tightened, igniting fire in his injured finger. He pulled his hand straight, hoping to alleviate the pressure, but it cramped up again. Waves of nausea came and went. His vision became blurry.
 
   He waited until the guards were out of sight and resumed his search for syringes. 
 
   


 
   
  
 

CHAPTER 71
 
    
 
   The mess was like nothing John had ever seen, and he’d seen a lot. Castoff covered the walls and ceilings and decapitated infected bled out in dark, congealed pools. Their heads had been flung from their bodies except for one, which remained stuck in the chainsaw by its hair. 
 
   John pushed open a nearby door which hung slightly open and recoiled from the sight of the bald-headed child shot through the forehead. Her remains had been treated with care and respect, and she lay wrapped in a blanket as though someone were coming back for her.
 
   “Oh, God.” 
 
   He moved around the foot of the bed and gasped at the sight of the familiar pair of cowboy boots. 
 
   “No, no, no.” He rushed over to Frank’s body and immediately tried to find a pulse. “Frank, can you hear me?” He felt around the side of the elderly man’s wrinkled neck and found nothing. He had bled out and died from a single gunshot wound. John picked up the pistol tucked under Frank’s leg and checked it for ammunition. There was a single bullet left.
 
   He lowered Frank’s eyelids and said a silent prayer. For the first time that he could remember, Frank’s expression was without worry or pain. He recalled their conversation about how so many dead went without burial and how none of them made it back to their family plots. Frank had gone through hell to get Holly’s body buried near her mother’s and John owed him at least that for helping save his life. 
 
   He righted the toppled wheelchair and put on the breaks, facing the chair toward Frank. He hooked his arms under Frank’s armpits and lifted, careful to avoid pulling his stitches. Frank was even lighter than he expected, having sustained on cigarettes and whiskey, both of which John could smell even with so many rotting dead just outside in the hallway. He lifted Frank’s feet onto the rests and pushed him out the door. The tires went through the drying blood and left two thin trails down the white tile. 
 
   He kept his head down in reflection and only looked up when he reached the atrium and the elevator chimed. A scruffy man wearing full camouflage stepped out of the car holding Amelie.
 
   “Zach? Is that you?”
 
   Zach looked stunned. “John? What are you doing here?” 
 
    “What are you doing with Amelie?” John reached around his back to grab the gun from his waistband.
 
   “Stop right there. Show me your hands.”
 
   John hadn’t seen the gun tucked beneath the baby. “Zach, come on. It’s me. How much did I help you try to get Allison back?” He could see he struck a nerve. “She’s here, isn’t she?” Zach didn’t answer. “Oh my God, Nixon, too. You can’t do this. You can’t take her to him.” He moved from behind the wheelchair and held out his arms. “She’s got to be starving and Miranda’s worried sick. Please, give her to me.”
 
   “I can’t do that,” Zach said. “Allison needs the cure. Without her,” he trembled as he looked down at Amelie, “Allison’s as good as dead.”
 
   John took another step, seeing no other choice but to try to disarm him. “There’s another way.” He tried to placate him. “A better way. Where’s Michael?” 
 
   “Michael Waters?”
 
   “How many Michael’s could there be here? Clearly you’ve seen him. He has the cure, Zach. That’s why he came here. He needed the equipment to finish it. You don’t need the baby. Please, Nixon’s going to hurt her. Give her to me.” 
 
   “Do what he says.” Scott stepped out of the stairwell and aimed his pistol at Zach’s head. “I won’t let you hurt her. John’s right, if Allison can be saved, Michael’s the one to do it.”
 
   Zach looked back and forth between them. 
 
   John took the gun from his waistband. “There’s no way you’re going to walk away from here if we don’t let you.”
 
   Zach sighed and held Amelie out for someone to take her.
 
   “Smart move,” Scott said. “John, Miranda’s on the second floor. She’s in a room near this main stairwell and she has my gun, but Nixon’s there, too. Get Amelie to Miranda and lock the door. I have something to take care of.”
 
   John looked at the wheelchair. “What about Frank? I can’t leave him here.”
 
   Scott nodded in agreement. “I’ll take him out to the truck. It’s the least I can do.”
 
   John took Amelie from Zach and she started to cry. He’d never held such a small baby in his life and struggled to find a comfortable way to hold her. 
 
   Zach reached behind him and pushed the elevator call button. The door opened immediately.
 
   Scott tilted his head and lowered his pistol. “And where are you going?”
 
   “To the last place I saw Michael, and he better have a cure.”
 
   


 
   
  
 

CHAPTER 72
 
    
 
   Michael’s swollen eyes burned and fresh tears rolled down his cheek, but the critical part of him, the physician in him, functioned automatically. The man on his knees in front of him needed saving, and as much as it made his heart ache, Adam was gone. Priority went to those with a chance of survival.
 
   He helped the man in the familiar, blue uniform to his feet and looked him over for bite marks. 
 
   “Follow me.” He carried Adam back to the lab where he’d left the supplies, hoping the virus would hold off, and that, this time, the cure would work. He laid Adam gently inside the trunk where his remains would be safe until he could bury him. 
 
   The tattooed man collapsed on the floor, shivering.
 
   “Can you tell me your name?” Michael asked as a test of cognition.
 
   “Reid,” the man whispered. His teeth chattered and he crossed one arm over his chest. The other appeared injured and set at an odd angle. 
 
   Michael recognized the name. He lifted Reid’s eyelid and shined a light into his eyes, which shimmered like fish scales. Beneath the discolored cornea, the pupil still responded. He set his fingers to the side of Reid’s thick neck, below the pistol tattoo, and found a weak pulse. He prepared an identical dose of the combination he treated Adam with, loaded it into a fresh syringe, and knelt on the floor.
 
   “Hang in there.”
 
   He rolled up Reid’s sleeve, struggling to get the sweat-soaked cotton over his large bicep, and secured a tourniquet. He wiped the injection site with an alcohol swab and easily found a vein. Unlike with Adam, Reid’s blood still circulated, meaning quicker, systemic distribution. Michael inserted the tip of the needle, drew a tiny amount of blood into the syringe, and pushed the cure in. 
 
   The effects were obvious and quick.
 
   The shivering stopped almost immediately, as did the profuse sweating. Michael put his stethoscope in his ears and listened as Reid’s breathing cleared and his heartbeat recovered in strength and speed. The color returned to Reid’s face and Michael squeezed his fingertips, checking his nails as a test of blood flow.
 
   All signs were that the virus had not only stopped, but was reversed within minutes.
 
   Reid stared at the ceiling, one arm across him and the other at his side. He drew several slow breaths and rolled his green eyes in Michael’s direction. 
 
   “How do you feel?” Michael asked.
 
   Reid cleared his throat and answered, “Human.” 
 
    
 
   * * * * *
 
    
 
   “I can’t tell you how glad I am to hear that.” Zach stood outside the lab and, again, held Michael at gunpoint. “You’re coming with me.”
 
   “Where’s the baby?” Michael asked. “What did you do with her?”
 
   “She’s safe, which is more than I can say for you if you don’t get moving.”
 
   Reid sat up and cradled his injured arm. “Zach Keller. Wish I could say I was glad to see you.”
 
   “The feeling’s mutual, Reid. Believe me. Let’s go.” He waved the gun for Michael to hurry. “Get what you need to do whatever you did to him, again.”
 
   “We don’t know that it’s permanent. I need time. I’m not sure there’s enough…”
 
   Zach pressed the pistol to Michael’s temple. “I’m not asking.”
 
   Reid made like he was about to reach for a weapon and Zach turned his gun on him. “Nixon wants you dead. I don’t think that’s news. I’m just looking for a reason to shoot you.”
 
   Reid smirked. “What’s the reason not to?”
 
   “I don’t like being told what to do. Get your hands up. Let’s go.” Zach moved out of the way of the bloody tissue and needles. “What of this do you need?”
 
   Michael looked at the closed trunk and the cardboard box on the examination table. “Almost all of it.” He collected some things and put others inside a small metal refrigerator or freezer which hummed on top of the counter. “I have enough mixed for one more dose. The rest, I have to prepare.”
 
   “Then I suggest you don’t get bit.” Zach marched Michael out ahead of him and called the elevator. He didn’t care about Reid, anymore. Not really. He was in too bad of shape to be any threat, and Allison was his more immediate concern. 
 
   The elevator door opened and Zach held the door. “What’s in the trunk?” he asked.
 
   Michael secured the lock. “My son.” 
 
   Zach remembered the small boy on the table and stopped short of asking for an explanation. The door started to close and Reid stuck his hand through to stop it.
 
   “You never asked how I got infected.” He spoke directly to Michael, who only raised his eyebrows in response. “I don’t guess it mattered at the time, but I wasn’t bit. Nixon injected the virus into me.”
 
   Zach sighed. “Not his first time with that trick.”
 
   Reid pulled his arm until his shoulder popped back into place. “Definitely not, but I plan on making it his last.”
 
   
  
 

CHAPTER 73
 
    
 
   Michael stood with Zach and Reid outside of Allison’s room. A low buzzing noise came from a trash can with a red bag inside marked “Biohazard”. The smell bordered on unbearable. 
 
   “The door is locked.”
 
   “I think Nixon has the keys,” said Zach.
 
   Reid, who seemed to have recovered completely from the infection, pushed Zach aside. “Not only Nixon.” He jingled his keys, unlocked the room, and pushed the door open.
 
   Allison lay unconscious on the bed. Blood seeped through the thick white bandages on both of her feet and stained the blanket covering her.
 
   “How long has she been like this?” Michael asked.
 
   Zach shook his head. “Which this are you talking about? The toes, she lost a couple of days ago. The unconsciousness, several hours, but Nixon sedated her. The infection, she’s had for the better part of a year.”
 
   Michael drew his eyebrows together. “A year? How is that possible?” He wiped the sweat from Allison’s face with the blanket. She was burning up and her skin felt coated in wax. He lifted her eyelid and shined a light in her eye. Her cornea was too opaque to see so much as a hint of its color. He set two fingers to the side of her neck and found a weak pulse. “She’s alive, but barely.” He readied a syringe with the same combination that had worked on Reid and tied a tourniquet around her arm. Her pale skin told a long story of abuse with its needle marks and scars. He tapped her arm and settled for a thin vein he prayed wouldn’t immediately collapse.
 
   Zach lowered the side rail and sat next to her. He held her hand and sniffled. “What are her chances?”
 
   Michael stuck the needle through her skin and drew a tiny amount of blood into the syringe to make sure he was in the vein. “I honestly don’t know.” He depressed the plunger and wiped the tiny blood spot from her arm. “There’s a lot more going on with her than the infection. Here, give me a hand.”
 
   Zach lifted the railing back into place and uncovered Allison’s feet.
 
   Michael set a roll of fresh bandaging material on the bed, put on a pair of gloves, and unwrapped her left foot. “What happened here?” The blood became thicker, congealed the closer he got to the wound and he was mindful of the infection. 
 
   “Frostbite,” Zach said. “Nixon amputated her toes because of gangrene.”
 
   Michael shook his head, unsure of whether or not he agreed with that decision. He looked at the rough wound, the site already showing signs of infection, and held pressure on it to slow the bleeding.  Blood leeched through the tissues and spilled down her foot onto the bed. He reapplied a thicker compression dressing and decided it best to leave the other foot alone. Releasing the pressure had only made things worse. “We need to get her started on antibiotics.” He considered the condition of her veins and decided it best to wait until she could swallow a pill. An I.V. was nearly out of the question. He re-examined her eyes and sighed, relieved when a rim of blue appeared through the white.
 
   “She’s responding to the treatment.” 
 
   Her pulse felt stronger and he listened to her heartbeat and lungs. The cure worked quickly for those who hadn’t yet completely turned. His mind started processing the data, thinking about practical application, and what it meant outside of Strandville. 
 
   “How long is she going to be out like this?” Zach asked.
 
   Michael shrugged. “I don’t know what sedative Nixon gave her, when, or how much and I’m not entirely sure she isn’t in shock.” He turned his head at the sound of footsteps. “Speaking of which, where is Nixon?”
 
   Zach looked around the room. “Better question yet, where’s Reid?”
 
   


 
   
  
 

CHAPTER 74
 
    
 
   Blood poured from Nixon’s finger and the bite wound festered beneath the meager bandage. Sweat ran down his face and his leg muscles clenched then released, making it painful and awkward to walk. He had checked every place he could think of for the antivirus and feared he hadn’t the strength to go elsewhere. He pressed his back against the cold wall and slid to the floor.
 
   The room spun and he held his hands to his head, though that didn’t stop it.
 
   Memories of the earliest days with the infected, when he taunted and tortured them, flooded him. He had wrongly considered himself untouchable. 
 
   The virus knew no prejudice.
 
   He rolled onto his knees, determined to fight back. 
 
   A spasm caused his back to arch and forceful vomit poured from his mouth onto the floor. He heaved and spat, losing control of his bodily functions. Warm urine trickled down his legs and he was lucid enough to feel the shame of his body refusing to obey his mind. He grabbed the bed’s side rail and pulled himself up with the last of his diminishing strength.
 
   “One more room,” he whispered, closing his eyes and drawing a ragged breath.
 
   “And then what?” 
 
   Max Reid stood in the doorway, his arms crossed over his broad chest.
 
   “Oh, thank God.”
 
   Reid entered the room and closed the door behind him. “I wouldn’t thank anyone just yet.” His attention turned to something stowed underneath the gurney. “Get on the bed.”
 
   “What’re you doing?” The glug-glug of Nixon’s heartbeat muffled the sound of his voice in his ears.
 
   “What someone should’ve done a long time ago.” Reid pulled the pistol from the back of his pants and tapped the sight. 
 
   Nixon looked down at the red dot of light on his knee. Everything had come full circle. “Max, don’t do this. You need me. You need the cure.” 
 
   Reid pulled an empty syringe from his pocket, similar to the ones used for the antivirus, but larger and with blue plastic surrounding the needle instead of green. Nixon noted the difference. 
 
   “You mean this cure?” Reid asked.
 
   Nixon shook his head, holding back tears which were on the verge of falling. “No, that can’t be.” He coughed into his hand and spattered it with blood.
 
   “Oh, it can. I’ve been where you are right now, Doc, that shitty place where it hurts to take a breath. Your head’s pounding and you can’t see straight. Maybe, you even piss your pants, though I can’t say I got to that point.” Reid smirked. “You were right about that baby, though, the one whose blood you stuck me with. It wasn’t Miranda’s, but hers is here. Michael Waters, too. Remember him? He finished your work. He found the cure.”
 
   “That’s my research, goddammit.” It took all of Nixon’s strength to argue.
 
   Reid smiled. “That’s not what the rest of the world will think. It’s gotta hurt knowing he’s going to look like a savior, like a genius, and no one will even know who you are.” 
 
   “What do you want?” Nixon whispered. “What’s it going to take for you to help me?” 
 
   “You’re out of bargaining chips,” Reid said. “What I want now is payback.”
 
   Nixon dropped to his knees and lowered his head. Every bone in his body ached and he could barely see. He couldn’t fight Reid off and he didn’t have the strength to escape him. His fate was sealed. “Do it,” he said, in a moment of complete and utter desperation. “Kill me.”
 
   Reid shook his head and clucked his tongue. He tucked his pistol away and lifted Nixon by the front of his lab coat.
 
   Nixon’s feet went out from underneath him and he clawed at Reid, trying to get free.
 
   Reid shoved him onto the bed and grabbed the restraints from underneath it. “Bet you wish you didn’t have so many of these lying around.” He fastened Nixon’s left wrist to the railing. “How many people have you tied down knowing there was no way out?”
 
   Nixon reached for the restraint and Reid dealt a sharp blow to his chin, sending his head backward. He fell against the pillow and was unable to get up. 
 
   Reid restrained his other wrist and then his ankles. “This fuckin’ virus of yours, takes everything out of you, doesn’t it. I had never wanted to die so bad in my life. You fight and you fight, but it’s stronger than you. It burns you up from the inside. The way your eyes have gone almost completely white, you’re close to dead already. You can barely see me, can you?” Nixon blinked, unwilling to answer. Reid pulled a syringe of antivirus from the same pocket that had held the cure. “This little push was enough to keep me going until competent help arrived. Unlike you who’s been stumbling around for months with nothing to show for it. Michael did what you couldn’t. Problem is, to feel better, I mean really better, you need a full shot—sometimes two.” He stuck the needle through Nixon’s sleeve into his arm, and with the pain he was already in, he barely felt the pinch. “I’m going to let you have this last shot a few drops at a time,” Reid said. “It’s not enough to alleviate any of the pain or the fear you’re feeling right now, but it’s enough to keep you going. It’s enough to keep you wanting death more than anything and it lets me drag this out until I feel better about what you did to me.”
 
   


 
   
  
 

CHAPTER 75
 
    
 
   Miranda pushed herself up on her elbows and strained to listen to what she could’ve sworn were voices coming through the wall. The bleeding had slowed to a trickle, but she’d lost enough blood to feel exhausted, lightheaded, and weak. 
 
   You have to find Amelie.
 
   Maternal instinct drove her past her own pain and sickness toward a singular purpose she’d die to fulfill. She set Scott’s pistol down on the bed and plucked at the edge of the tape holding her I.V. in place. Her skin burned and the thought occurred to her that pulling the line, discontinuing the medication, might restart the bleeding. It was a risk she was willing to take. She scratched the loose edge until there was a large enough tail for her to yank the tape off. A soft, plastic tube jutted from her skin. She pressed her arm tight to her body as she pulled it from her vein. The momentary pain quickly subsided.
 
   She scooted to the end of the gurney and slid until her feet hit the floor. Blood trickled down her legs, already sticky with a dried layer that made her skin feel taut. The swelling in her ankles had lessened, but the first few steps still hurt. Gravity took hold of her post-partum body. Her stomach sagged in a fleshy half-moon and the now ill-fitting maternity dress hung on her as if she were wearing the clothes of someone larger.
 
    She shuffled to the door and held the knob for a moment to get her bearings before walking into the hall. The moment she opened the door, the voices became louder. Someone else was being held several rooms away and she made her way toward them. 
 
   It was Allison, Zach’s wife, and Zach was with her.
 
   Miranda stopped in the doorway and aimed the pistol at Michael, who was washing his hands at the sink. She scanned for Amelie and found only the trunk and a box of supplies.
 
    “Where is she?” she asked. “What did you do with my daughter?” 
 
   Michael swallowed and reached for the gun. “Miranda, what are you doing? Give me that.”
 
   Her hands shook and she refused to budge. 
 
   Zach stood up from Allison’s bedside and she pointed the pistol at him. “Don’t you dare move, Zach. This doesn’t concern you.” She turned it back on Michael who had taken a step closer. “Stay where you are. Don’t take another fucking step. Where’s Amelie?”
 
   Michael shook his head. 
 
   “What did you do with her?” Spit flung from her mouth as she spoke. 
 
   “She’s fine. I didn’t hurt her, Miranda. I swear it.”
 
   “He’s telling the truth,” Zach said. “She’s with John.”
 
   Allison moaned. Her eyes rolled open and called Zach’s attention.
 
   Infant cries erupted in the hallway and Michael sighed, seemingly relieved. 
 
   Miranda backed out of the room.
 
   John appeared in the stairwell, his messy brown curls covering part of his face and his eyes red from crying.
 
   Miranda lowered the gun and rushed over to him, refusing to acknowledge her pain as she snatched Amelie from him. She buried her face against her daughter’s neck and held her tight. Relieved tears poured from her and she sobbed, vowing to never let her out of her sight again.
 
   “What, did you get lost?” Zach asked John. 
 
   John shrugged. “I had to go around a mess in the stairs.”
 
   Miranda adjusted her dress and immediately set Amelie to nursing. She could tell she was starving and the warm milk both soothed her and gave Miranda comfort. 
 
   Michael brought out a chair and Miranda sat down.
 
   “I didn’t mean to take her.” He looked like he wanted to cry. “I didn’t know what else to do.” He reached down and moved Miranda’s hand lower on Amelie’s hip. “I had to take a marrow sample.” Miranda immediately bristled and he held up his hand. “I was very careful and she’ll be fine. There’s a needle mark, that’s it.” Zach called for Michael to come into Allison’s room. “She’s saved two lives already.”
 
   “Your son?” Miranda asked.
 
   Michael lowered his head. “It was too late for him.” 
 
   “Come on, get in here,” Zach said. “You’re not going to believe this.”
 
   Miranda nodded for him to go and closed her eyes while Amelie ate and drifted off to sleep. 
 
   Two lives, he had said. 
 
   If Allison was one, who was the other?
 
   


 
   
  
 

CHAPTER 76
 
    
 
   Scott stepped into the elevator at the basement floor and pushed the button marked “1”. His plan was to methodically go through each level, starting at the bottom, in hopes of flushing Reid out. 
 
   In a place as large as the center, a search party of one seemed almost pointless. 
 
   He had his reasons for wanting Reid dead, Nixon had been right about that much. Miranda and Amelie would never be safe as long as the grudge between them continued.
 
   Finding him, however, proved harder than Scott expected. 
 
   The elevator door opened and Scott stepped into the lobby. 
 
   The automatic doors slid open and a cross-breeze swept through the first floor. The generator hummed behind the center and Scott wondered if maybe Reid had holed up temporarily in one of the outbuildings. 
 
   He kept both hands on his pistol as he walked, slowly, toward Central Receiving. The roll-up door had been warped during the fire and hung partially open. He ducked underneath it and immediately noted the carnage. 
 
   Three bodies lay on the pavement, the remains of an undead landscaping crew, all wearing the same brown uniforms. Each had been shot in the head, two of them twice. A lawnmower had been knocked on its side and a pool of gasoline surrounded it. A bloody rake sat in front of the threshold of a white shed whose doors were closed, but not locked.
 
   “Gotcha.”
 
   He slowly pulled the left shed door wide open. The rusty hinge squealed and the thin, wooden floor creaked. Old tools, discarded medical supplies, and equipment were piled on top of each other and the cramped space stunk of moldy grass. Scott took aim at the sobbing mess hiding in the corner. A sliver of skin was visible in the shadows above the collar of a navy blue uniform that was almost indiscernible in the dark. 
 
   “Come out,” Scott said. “I see you in there.” He squinted, looking for the telltale tattoos. “Reid, I said come out of there.”
 
   The man turned his face into the light. It wasn’t Reid.  A jagged scar extended from the corner of his eye to his chin and was covered in scratch marks. White spots dotted his cornea, and though Scott couldn’t see a bite mark, it was clear Corey was infected.
 
   “Help me,” he whispered. Scott put his finger on the trigger and Corey held up his hands. “Please, no. Nixon promised me.”
 
   “Promised you what?” Scott asked.
 
   “The cure, if he lived to find it.”
 
   “Lived? What are you talking about? Why wouldn’t he be alive?” 
 
   Corey shivered. “Because he’s been bit.”
 
   “Shit!” The realization struck Scott that Miranda was in grave danger and he felt sick for not noticing it. He fired a round into Corey’s head, killing him instantly, and ran to warn her, terrified he was already too late. His whole body shook as he ducked under the door and broke for the stairs. He thought about how Nixon had looked, about his bandaged hand, and the half-assed story about cutting it on a file cabinet. How could he have been so stupid? He threw open the nearest door and ran as fast as he could toward the second floor. The stairwell put him out at the far end from where Miranda was and as soon as he opened the fire door, Nixon’s guards, Joe and Paul, were on him.
 
   “Stop right there.” Joe, the one who reminded him most of Reid, set his sight on Scott’s chest.
 
   “What the hell are you doing?”
 
   Paul’s hair fell over his face and he brushed it back. “Following orders,” he said. “Put down your weapon.”
 
   Scott shook his head. “Not a chance. Where’s Nixon?”
 
   “I said, drop your weapon.” Paul moved a few steps closer and a door opened behind him. 
 
   Growls echoed from the room, the kind of guttural noise that made the undead sound feral. Reid stepped into the hallway and aimed at Paul’s head.
 
   “There’s been a change in plans,” he said. Scott drew his eyebrows together, confused by the fact that Reid seemed to be on his side. “You got this one?” he asked.
 
   Scott nodded and kept his pistol pointed at Paul. 
 
   Reid turned toward Joe and smirked. “Nixon must’ve really missed me.” Even he saw the resemblance.
 
   “You’re really making this easy for us,” said Joe. “Nixon wants you both dead.” He set his sight so that the red dot rested steadily in the center of Reid’s forehead. “And here you are, two for one.”
 
   Reid fired two rounds into Joe’s chest without warning and a third into Paul’s head. “Funny, I was thinking the same thing.”
 
   Scott’s mouth fell open. He immediately closed it and wiped the blood from his face.
 
   Reid holstered his gun and stretched the shoulder Scott had shot him in almost seven months earlier. “I don’t know about you,” he said, “but I’m sick of Nixon’s orders.” He looked into the room behind him, shrugged, and started to walk away.
 
   Everything had happened so fast it took Scott a minute to make sense of things. “What the hell was that about?” 
 
   Reid stood at the stairwell’s threshold. “Call us even. It’s a clean slate. Miranda’s daughter saved my life. The least I could do was give her a father.”
 
   
  
 

CHAPTER 77
 
   Amelie startled awake and then fell immediately back asleep.
 
   Three loud bangs, like gun shots, echoed down the hall.
 
   “Oh my God, Scott.” Miranda covered up and lifted her so that her head rest against her shoulder. 
 
   “I’m sure he’s fine,” John said. “Might’ve run into something, but he can handle himself.”
 
   Zach ran out of Allison’s room. “We have to get out of here.” He grabbed a wheelchair from in front of the defunct nurse’s station and eased Allison into it.
 
   Miranda couldn’t believe what she was hearing. “Michael, we can’t just leave Scott here.”
 
   Michael shook his head. “I can’t leave, period.”
 
   “What the hell are you talking about? Please, we have to make sure he’s all right.” She stood up too quickly and had to wait a second for the temporary dizziness to pass. 
 
   “Are you all right?” John asked. “Do you want me to get you a wheelchair?”
 
    “Come on.” Zach pushed Allison, who bordered on lucid, down the hall.
 
   “No, thank you. I’ll be fine. Go with Zach. I’ll catch up.” Miranda stared at Michael, desperate for help. “Please,” she said. “What if he’s hurt?”
 
   “He won’t be. John’s right, Scott’s tough.” He set his hand on the trunk with his son inside of it. “All I have now is medicine and there’s work to do here. Go. Find Scott and leave.”
 
   “Miranda, come on.” John was already halfway down the hall.
 
   “And what about Amelie? What if something happens because of…” She searched for the right words. “Because of where she came from?” 
 
   Michael set his hand on the infant’s head. “Then you know where to find me.” He handed her Scott’s gun, which had been under her leg on the chair, and nodded for her to leave.
 
   John waited for her to catch up, and as they moved down the hall after Zach, Scott ran toward them. Blood spattered his clothes and face.”
 
   “Oh my God, are you hurt?” she asked. “What happened?”
 
   “You’re not going to believe this.” He waved for them to follow him. 
 
   Zach was the first to the room. He faced Allison’s chair away and stared, in shock. “Holy shit.” He covered his mouth with his hand. 
 
   Miranda stepped around Nixon’s two dead guards and Scott held her back from getting too close. 
 
   “Is Amelie all right?” he asked.
 
   She nodded. “I think so. What’s going on in there?” 
 
   Zach moved out of the way for her to see.
 
   Nixon thrashed against the four-point restraints holding him securely to the bed. His lab coat was soaked with blood and one of his fingers was practically a stump. A pile of gauze lay on the bed next to him. He gnashed his teeth and growled, aggressing toward those looking in at him. 
 
   “He didn’t cut his hand,” Scott said. “The asshole got himself bit.”
 
   An empty syringe lay on the floor next to the bed. 
 
   “And you tried to save him?” 
 
   Nixon’s white eyes said he was well beyond saving.
 
   “No,” Scott said. “I don’t suspect it was anything like that.”
 
   “Then you found him like this? What happened?”
 
   When he didn’t answer, she knew there was something he wasn’t telling her. 
 
   “The question is what happens next?” 
 
   Zach moved Allison a couple feet further and aimed his gun at Nixon’s head. “You have no idea how long I’ve wanted to do this.”
 
   “Zach, wait. Don’t.” Miranda handed Amelie to Scott.  
 
   Zach looked at her, confused. “You want to do it?” 
 
   She took a last long look at the man responsible for everything that had happened, a man who had never showed her compassion, and shook her head. “It’s too easy an end. He doesn’t deserve the mercy.” She pulled the blue curtain over the window, locked the door, and pulled it shut. “Let him starve.”
 
   


 
   
  
 

CHAPTER 78
 
    
 
   The stained glass windows of St. Margaret’s cathedral sparkled. The day was the first warm one in over two weeks. The sun burned at John’s back and his muscles ached from digging. He wiped his face on his sleeve and wished for a breeze. 
 
   “You sure you don’t want help?” Zach asked. 
 
   John looked up at him, clean-shaven and wearing fresh clothes, and shook his head. “This is mine to do.”
 
   Allison squinted and shielded her eyes from the sun. Zach moved her into the shade, though she hadn’t asked. He was doing his best to make up to her for the things they’d all agreed were done out of love. 
 
   “I’m okay.” Allison smiled.
 
   He kissed her forehead and sighed. 
 
   Dark circles had formed around his eyes and John wondered if he’d slept at all. 
 
   Scott laid out a blanket for Miranda and she sat down with Amelie, who was, as usual, fast asleep. He sat down beside her and stroked her auburn hair, whispering something in her ear. He looked genuinely happy. Outside of those who knew better, no one would suspect he wasn’t Amelie’s father. 
 
   She had been the one miracle to come out of all of this death.
 
   John set the shovel outside of the hole and climbed out. 
 
   Frank worried that he’d never be buried with his family. Returning him back to their plot was the least John could do. He regretted not parting on better terms with him.
 
   “Are we ready?” Scott let go of Miranda’s hand and stood.
 
   “I think so,” John said.
 
   Frank’s body lay wrapped inside a thick quilt on a soft bed of uncut grass. Scott and Zach lifted the blanket by either end, shuffled over to the hole, and gently lowered him inside.
 
   “I guess we should say a prayer or something.”
 
   Zach was clearly not a man of God and just as John was about to speak, Scott interrupted. 
 
   “I’d like to start it,” he said and spoke The Shepherd’s Psalm. “The Lord is my shepherd; I shall not want. He makes me to lie down in green pastures. He leads me beside the still waters. He restores my soul. He guides me in the paths of righteousness for His name’s sake. Even though I walk through the valley of the shadow of death, I will fear no evil, for you are with me.” 
 
   The world had become that valley.
 
   John joined him, reflecting on the words as they spoke them in unison. “Your rod and your staff, they comfort me. You prepare a table before me in the presence of my enemies. You anoint my head with oil. My cup runs over. Surely goodness and loving kindness shall follow me all the days of my life, and I will dwell in the house of the Lord forever.”
 
   “Amen.”
 
   The group remained silent, and then John scattered the first few shovels of dirt on Frank’s interred remains. Each made their peace, silently, and the group disbanded.
 
   Zach wheeled Allison toward the parking lot, talking about what came next. 
 
   Scott stayed behind and offered help one last time.
 
   John, again, declined, and continued to fill the hole. 
 
   Amelie started to fuss and Miranda positioned herself to feed her. 
 
   John worked up the courage to ask the question that had been on his mind since they left the center. “Michael said Amelie had saved two lives,” he said. “Allison is one, but who is the other?” He kept his voice low so Miranda wouldn’t hear. Scott tightened his lips together and didn’t immediately answer. “It was Reid, wasn’t it? The gun shots in the hallway, you saw him there and you let him go.”
 
   “What makes you say that?”
 
   “I could have you figured wrong, but you don’t strike me as the type to assassinate two uninfected men. And the syringe at Nixon’s bedside. There’s no way that needle belonged to him. He couldn’t have shot himself up with his hands tied like that. Someone with an agenda put him there and it looked a lot like torture. Like something Max Reid would do.” Scott drew a deep breath and sighed, neither confirming nor denying his suspicions. “You don’t want to scare her,” John said, smiling at Miranda when she looked up at him.
 
   “She’s had a hard time. We all have, but she deserves to feel safe for at least a while.”
 
   “Do you ever think you’ll go back?”
 
   “Home?” Scott asked.
 
   “To the center, to finish things off and maybe get some peace of mind. You don’t worry that there are people alive who know the truth about Amelie? People would kill for the cure,” he said.
 
   Scott nodded. “They already have.”
 
   
  
 

CHAPTER 79
 
    
 
   Michael flexed his hands, which had become stiff from nearly an hour of constant vibration. He closed his tired eyes and enjoyed the silence of the center’s basement before resuming his task. He picked up the bone saw, repositioned Joe’s corpse so that his leg bent over the end of the counter, and continued breaking him down into manageable pieces. He wrapped the chunk of leg in a red bag and deposited it into the large chest freezer. 
 
   So much had happened and Michael stood at the precipice of change, deciding his new path with each step. He shuffled the packaging to make room and laid Adam’s tiny body inside. He couldn’t stand the idea of burying his son alone, or letting him decompose, so he settled on preserving him until he made up his mind about going back home.
 
   He closed the lid, entered the immaculate hallway, and breathed in the smell of cleaner. He’d worked through the night to get rid of the carnage, to dispose of things that were of no use, and preserve the things that were. 
 
   A cure meant something, more than Nixon knew.
 
   There were pockets of survivors, and if Michael could stop the viral spread, they could take civilization back. 
 
   Starting over was a chance for change. 
 
   God knew the world needed it. 
 
   He sat down at a microscope in the lab he’d claimed as his own and examined the specimens he’d taken from Amelie. The process of manufacturing a synthetic version would be challenging, maybe impossible, and there was something missing. The cure worked to stop infection as long as the host hadn’t yet been turned. He wanted more than that. He needed it to work hours afterward to make sure no one ever experienced the loss he had.
 
   The thought of what that might mean, of how far he’d go to accomplish his end, brought him to the blurred line of morality Nixon had crossed. 
 
   Amelie held the key. That was the one truth in all of this, and he considered that he might need her again.
 
   The elevator chimed and Michael went to the doorway. He leaned against the jamb and shook his head.
 
   “Place looks good, Doc.” Reid smirked pushing a gurney toward him. The imperfectly round wheels thumped against the white tile and Nixon, still in four-point restraints, fought to get free. He bit at the leather strap holding his right hand securely to the railing near his head and kicked his legs, which were stretched so taut that they barely moved.
 
   Michael adjusted his clean, white lab coat and took a vial and syringe from his pocket.
 
   Reid leaned against the gurney. “What do you want me to do with him?” 
 
   Michael drew up a dose of sedative and injected it into Nixon. “Take him to the cell down the hall and repair the padlock. We have enough diesel fuel to keep the generators running another week or so, but you can’t be too careful.”  Nixon’s white eyes rolled open and there was a brief spark of awareness. Michael patted his shoulder far enough away not to get bit. “Settle him in and when he wakes back up, throw him a snack. I’ve left plenty in the freezer.” 
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